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Arranged marriage: A marital union of two people arranged by others, usually 
family members or other relatives; the individuals may or may not be consulted. 
Ashura: 10th of the month of Muharram, a day of remembrance for the 
martyrdom of Huseyn bin Ali — grandson of Prophet Muhammad — who was 
brutally murdered. 
Baad: An arrangement wherein a woman is given as restitution for rape, murder 
or other crimes committed by a family member, to reach peace and harmony 
between families. 
Badal: An arrangement in which the daughters of two families are “exchanged” 
by marriage. 
Bacha posh: An Afghan cultural practice in which families without sons will 
choose a daughter to wear boy’s clothes and behave like a boy for some or all of 
their childhood until puberty. 
Bozorga: Community leaders  
Burnt Generation: The Iranian generation born between 1968 and 1990 who 
experienced Islamic revolution and the Iran–Iraq war. They perceive themselves 
as victims of the Iranian Revolution, and blame both official and cultural norms. 
Some Afghans have adopted the expression for Afghan youth born since 1990. 
Burqa: An enveloping outer garment worn by some Muslim women to cover 
body and face. It was obligatory for women during Taliban rule in Afghanistan 
from 1996 to 2001. 
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CALD: Culturally and linguistically diverse. 
Centrelink: The agency of the Australian Government that delivers social 
security payments and services to vulnerable Australians including retirees, 
unemployed people, sole parents, people with disabilities, low-income earners and 
people experiencing crisis. 
Chador: A large outer garment worn by some Muslim women, which is wrapped 
around the head and upper body, leaving only the face to show. Some Afghans 
also use the term for head scarfs. 
Family Court of Australia: A superior Australian federal court which deals with 
family law matters, such as divorce applications, parenting disputes, and the 
division of property when a couple separate. 
Forced marriage: A forced marriage is where one or both spouses do not (or 
cannot) fully and freely consent to the marriage, and duress is involved.  
Hazara: An ethnic group from Afghanistan and the largest ethnic group of 
Afghan people in Australia. Other Afghan ethnic groups include Pashtun, Tajik, 
Uzbak, Aymaq and Turkmen. 
Hijab: A veil to cover the body and hair, worn by some Muslim women in the 
presence of males outside the immediate family. 
Honour killings: The homicide of a girl or woman by members of her family or 
community, claiming that she has brought dishonour upon them. 




Mullah: A Muslim scholar, teacher or religious leader. 
Rishsefid: An Afghan community leader. 
Quran: Muslim holy book. 
Sharia law: An Islamic system of religious law, derived from the Quran and 
Islamic tradition. 
Surah: The term for a chapter of the Quran. 
Women’s refuge or shelter: A temporary place of residence to protect women 
who leave an abusive relationship. 
Zina: An Islamic legal term referring to sexual intercourse outside of marriage, 





The main aim of this study was to understand Afghan women’s perceptions of 
domestic violence and their barriers to seeking help. The voice of Afghan women 
has been little heard, particularly in Australia and other western societies, despite 
the considerable number living in those societies. While Afghan women’s 
families and communities have silenced some of them, others have not had the 
opportunity to talk about domestic violence. Their experiences and perspectives 
deserve particular attention because research suggests that domestic violence is 
more likely to be considered acceptable behaviour in Afghanistan than elsewhere.  
Given the high visibility of initiatives that aim to tackle domestic violence in 
Australia, it is possible that Afghan women’s perceptions of and beliefs about 
domestic violence change after their arrival in the country. Furthermore, the 
numbers seeking assistance for domestic violence, particularly from formal 
services, might be expected to improve, since such services are more available 
and accessible in Australia. Settling in Australia, nevertheless, might create some 
challenges that make help-seeking more complicated and ambiguous. Hence, this 
study also attempts to illustrate those obstacles that make Afghan women more 
hesitant and thus less able and willing to seek help. 
Method 
The study involved semi-structured interviews with 21 Afghan women who had 
been living in Australia for between 6 months and 10 years. Informants were 




organisations, public places, online social media, and by word of mouth. The 
interviews were conducted face to face or by telephone, in either Farsi (Persian) or 
English according to participant’s preferences. Interviews were audio recorded 
and transcribed verbatim. An inductive analysis of the data was used to explore 
details and build main themes, and then categorise the overarching themes. 
Findings 
While women’s understanding of domestic violence varied, their definitions 
showed a thorough awareness of what constitutes domestic violence, with special 
emphasis on non-physical forms of violence. As such, they revealed the influence 
of Australian understandings of domestic violence. Many Afghan women also 
commented on the gender expectations and roles that put women in a subordinate 
position and made them more vulnerable to domestic violence. Moving to 
Australia had enhanced these women’s possibilities, self-confidence and skills and 
inspired many to go beyond traditional stereotypes and seek out options 
previously denied to them on the basis of their gender. However, their attempts at 
realising gender equality often met the disapproval of the family or wider Afghan 
community. This was particularly evident in decisions over the hijab and arranged 
marriage. 
Some women spoke about their experiences of domestic violence, mainly 
psychological and emotional violence. Although women insisted that domestic 
violence was prevalent and widespread in both contexts, many remarked that 
Afghan women were less vulnerable to physical violence in Australia than in 
Afghanistan. Reasons suggested for this included the existence of legal protection, 
the availability of domestic violence services, greater gender equity in Australia 
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and less influence of conservative Islamic interpretations of women’s rights in the 
Afghan community.  
While women’s vulnerability had decreased, many barriers still existed for those 
women who wanted to leave an abusive relationship and seek help. The barriers 
that hindered Afghan women were embodied in community pressure to stay in 
marital relationships, family demands that they preserve their reputation and 
honour, children’s wellbeing, and individual concerns in the new context such as 
women’s English language proficiency, dependency, and fear of going through an 
unfamiliar help-seeking process. 
Discussion and conclusion 
Despite the move to Australia giving Afghan women new opportunities and 
possibilities, it also brought new concerns and uncertainty in relation to seeking 
help. Afghan migrant women were more aware of oppression against women and 
the role of patriarchy and gender inequality than women in Afghanistan, and they 
hoped to address those issues now they lived in a society that offered more 
freedom to women. Eliminating domestic violence, however, seemed neither 
straightforward nor quick. Besides, migration brought new challenges in the form 
of intersecting culture, religion, language and class that hindered women from 
achieving what they wished for.  
Hence, although Afghan women’s situations had improved, they were not fully 
successful in gaining informal or formal support in the new context and, by 
migrating and settling in Australia, had possibly lost some of the family and 
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Chapter 1: Background 
This study is about understanding and perceptions of domestic violence among 
Afghan women and their barriers to seeking help. This chapter introduces the 
study with the researcher’s background, an introduction to domestic violence 
services in Australia and Afghanistan, an overview of the study’s aims and 
questions and definitions of key terms used in this thesis. The chapter also 
outlines the thesis structure and chapter descriptions. 
1.1 Researcher background 
I was born and raised in a small town in the Kurdish region of Iran. During the 
1980s, when I was born, the situation of women started to improve, particularly in 
respect of education. Yet I witnessed widespread and different kinds of oppression 
and inequality during my childhood. Although I did not fully understand or realise 
the extent of women’s oppression, I always wanted to do something for 
marginalised women. 
I was lucky enough to be born at a time when many families’ perspectives on 
education had been transformed to accept that girls should be educated. Females 
of my mother’s generation were denied the opportunity to attend school and 
university, as education was perceived as neither necessary nor useful for girls. I 
valued the opportunity that education gave to break down stereotypes and 
challenge the subordinated position for women in Iran at that time, and was 
accepted to study social work at university. I moved to Tehran to commence my 
higher education when I was 18, though it was quite unconventional for a girl to 




Studying social work encouraged my determination to assist marginalised people, 
and after completing my undergraduate studies, I continued my education, 
obtaining a master’s degree in social work. I then started working in the social 
services department of Tehran Municipality, where I hoped to enhance people’s 
possibilities and access to available resources. I was a motivated and inspired 
social worker who attempted to improve the situation of excluded and less 
powerful members of society. While I hoped to help and advocate for those 
oppressed groups, I realised that confronting those issues was neither 
straightforward nor simple. The available resources in this society were 
inadequate, partial and unfair to various groups of people. This was particularly so 
for those who did not have legal protection because of their uncertain status in 
Iran. Afghan children and women were among those groups that had less access to 
support services, healthcare and education. While we attempted to build a network 
among governmental and non-governmental organisations to improve and 
strengthen support, there was pressure to prioritise Iranian over Afghan children 
and women and ignore their needs. I constantly tried to fight this discrimination 
against Afghan and other groups, but it was difficult to overcome the obstacles. 
After migrating to Australia in 2015, I began working as a volunteer with Afghan 
youths in the south-east of Melbourne. This brought to my attention the deeper 
issue of Afghan women’s realities in the Australian context. I observed that young 
Afghan women were less willing to talk about their issues or did not perceive 
some of the restrictions imposed by their families as acts of domestic violence. 
For instance, some young women were forbidden by their families to take photos, 
or were not able to access emails or Facebook pages under their own names 
because they did not have their accounts’ passwords. Many discussed how other 
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Afghan women in Australia experienced domestic violence but that disclosing the 
abuse and seeking assistance was not an option that many would seek. 
These women’s issues seemed complex and multifaceted, and seeking help 
appeared to be complicated in a way that was not simply related to the availability 
of services. Admittedly, many of these Afghan women were newly arrived, but 
they were being introduced to new life opportunities in a stable environment. I 
realised that moving to a country that offered more freedom, opportunities and 
resources did not necessarily ensure liberation for women. 
My own experience, both personal and professional, was also important to me in 
this journey. I was a bystander of many forms of domestic violence during my 
childhood in a conservative society, in which the dominant assumption was that 
women should expect to be oppressed. That society, however, had made some 
progress regarding women’s education, jobs, opportunities and rights. 
My question was whether the new freedom and possibilities that Australia offered 
might affect Afghan women’s demands for change and liberation from 
circumstances that could contribute to domestic violence. I also began to think 
about Afghan women’s unwillingness to seek help from formal services in 
Australia, because, as a social worker who had struggled to improve women’s 
situations in Iran, these services appeared to offer far more support for women 
than those in Iran or Afghanistan. The provision of services was a positive, but it 
appeared necessary also to recognise the barriers that hindered many Afghan 
women in Australia from seeking help when experiencing domestic violence. 
My desire to know more about Afghan women’s challenges was accompanied by 




one of the worst countries to be a woman: Afghan women had few rights. The 
Taliban’s domination was particularly oppressive for women, but the ending of 
the regime in 2001 did not end the gender-based violence and oppression because 
violence was endemic in Afghanistan. Even before the Taliban come to power, 
Afghan women had experienced civil wars, foreign invasions and displacements, 
and were struggling with illiteracy, inadequate healthcare services and social 
support, child marriages and domestic violence. 
While statistics painted a grim picture of the situation of Afghan women, what 
was missing from much of what had been written were the voices of Afghan 
women themselves, both in Afghanistan and in the Afghan diaspora. 
Consequently, I believed that any research I undertook should qualitatively 
explore Afghan women’s experiences and concerns more thoroughly and deeply. 
It is worth mentioning that in undertaking this study I anticipated some issues in 
coming from neighbouring Iran. I was aware of some Afghans’ unpleasant 
experiences of living in Iran, of long-lasting racism against Afghan people who 
had been obliged to take refuge in Iran as their country was torn by different wars 
and displacements. Nevertheless, I believed that I could recognise my unity with 
Afghan women. As a Kurdish woman, I too had been among a minority in Iran, 
marginalised by dominant groups, so I understood how one’s position in society 
might bring added concerns and dreadful experiences. Furthermore, as a woman 
who had migrated to Australia and who shared in Farsi (Persian) a common 
language, I had much in common with my research informants. I also knew that 
using social work values and principles would help me to minimise possible 
discomfort for informants. Finally, I was aware that some Afghan women might 
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prefer to speak to a non-Afghan researcher, perceiving them as more likely to 
keep what they said confidential and anonymous than a member of their own 
community. 
1.2 Domestic violence services in Australia and Afghanistan 
While domestic violence is considered to be prevalent and common in 
Afghanistan, the support available there for women who have experienced abuse 
is limited and inadequate (Nijhowne & Oates 2008 ); UNAMA (2015). Following 
the fall of the Taliban regime, many were hopeful the situation of women would 
improve as the new Afghan Government and international non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) attempted to enhance women’s access to justice and 
services. The government established a national commission and published the 
Strategy and National Action Plan on the Elimination of Violence Against Women 
2016–2020 (Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2016) to ensure women’s protection 
and facilitate their access to justice. Yet many women still do not have access to 
supportive services, including women’s shelters. Furthermore, the legal system 
potentially exacerbates injustice for women rather than treats them fairly, due to 
insufficient trained and professional staff, small numbers of female police, and the 
potential for them to be re-victimised by the Afghan justice system and be 
accused of moral crimes (Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2016; UNAMA 2010). 
Many services are available only in urban areas, so women in villages — where 
75 per cent of Afghanistan’s population lives (The World Bank 2018) — do not 
have access to that support. There are only 40 centres, including shelters and legal 
aid centres, for women who experience domestic violence in Afghanistan, all run 




per year (Mirza 2018a), too few to meet immediate needs. Furthermore, after 
staying in a shelter, many women do not feel able to return to their previous life 
due to shame and blame (Luccaro & Gaston 2014). 
Despite government efforts, women’s access to justice and the prosecution and 
punishment of perpetrators remain limited (UNAMA 2018). Because many 
Afghan family courts favour solving disputes in traditional ways, and law 
enforcement in response to domestic violence is inconsistent, women are reluctant 
to seek help (Stokes, Seritan & Miller 2016; UNAMA 2010). Furthermore, local 
institutions are often reluctant to interfere because they consider domestic 
violence a family affair, and only 5 per cent of incidents result in prosecutions 
(UNAMA 2015). Consequently, women experiencing abuse are often advised to 
resolve their issues through mediation. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Luccaro and 
Gaston (2014) found that two-thirds of Afghan women were reluctant to seek 
formal support. Women only approved of approaching formal services when 
violence had resulted in severe physical injuries. 
By contrast, the Australian Government is committed to promoting responses to 
domestic violence and protecting women in abusive relationships (Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare 2018). National programs aim to ensure that 
services are available for women experiencing abuse and their children, including 
counselling services, awareness and education programs, prevention, support and 
protection for victims, family and law enforcement and funding for various 
organisations that work to reduce domestic violence and respond to domestic 
violence cases (COAG 2011; Mitchell 2011). 
Responses to domestic violence in Australia began in 1974 with the establishment 
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of the first women’s refuge (Gilchrist 2015). Since then, Federal and state 
governments have implemented a wide range of plans and allocated resources to 
support women in domestic violence situations. According to the National Plan to 
Reduce Violence against Women and Children 2010–2022, Australia’s family 
violence budget between 2009 and 2017 was $200 million (Victorian Royal 
Commission into Family Violence 2016). The Australian Government also 
allocated approximately $82 million for responding to family violence in financial 
year  2017-18 (Australian Government 2018). 
The first line of response to domestic violence in Australia consists of police, the 
justice system and family violence service providers. In the state of Victoria, for 
instance, the family violence command taskforce was established in 2015 to 
enhance the police response to family violence. Women who are experiencing 
domestic violence can apply for a family violence intervention order (FVIO) 
and/or a family violence safety notice if necessary (Victoria Police 2017). 
Domestic violence services’ support for women includes 24-hour telephone 
helplines, specialised and family violence counselling, and emergency 
accommodation and women’s refuges (Victorian Royal Commission into Family 
Violence 2016). Homelessness services helped 115,000 Australians in 2018 due to 
family and domestic violence (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2018). 
In Victoria alone, there are 28 specialist family violence support services and 57 
accommodation services including 31 refuges working to support women across 
the state (Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence 2016). Women 





While the number of incidents reported to police has increased since 2009, many 
women in Australia who experience abuse still seek help from the informal 
network; almost 50 per cent do not seek from formal services (Australian Institute 
of Health and Welfare 2018). Despite this, Federal and state governments have 
attempted to develop these formal services to be available for all those in need. 
Hence, domestic violence services are far more available in Australia than in 
Afghanistan. Nevertheless, Afghan women’s willingness and ability to seek help 
after migrating to Australia remain unknown. By conducting this study, I hoped to 
help Afghan women to explore their realities, concerns and perspectives in 
relation to seeking help from services when in need. My purpose was to connect 
my findings to social work and domestic violence services in order to provide 
more culturally sensitive services and enhance the ability and willingness of 
abused Afghan women and other migrants to use them. 
1.3 Study aims 
Any research should set out its aims, to indicate why the researcher wants to 
identify problems and provide solutions (Braun & Clarke 2013). This research 
aims to elucidate Afghan women’s experiences of domestic violence, particularly 
in the context of help seeking and the barriers that can arise. This study aimed to: 
1. Understand Afghan women’s perceptions and expectations of gender 
roles, and whether these had changed since their arrival in Australia; 
2. Understand Afghan women’s awareness of support services available in 
Australia; 
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3. Identify barriers that Afghan women faced in seeking help from their 
informal support network and formal service providers; and 
4. Explore Afghan women’s understanding and perceptions of domestic 
violence. 
1.4 Research questions 
Research questions are required to determine how to examine a research topic in 
alliance with research objectives (Braun & Clarke 2013; D'Cruz & Jones 2014). 
The main research questions were: 
1. What do Afghan women understand regarding gender roles in their 
family and has this understanding changed since their arrival in 
Australia? 
2. How do Afghan women perceive and understand domestic violence? 
3. How aware are Afghan women of services available for women 
experiencing abuse in Australia? 
4. What barriers do Afghan women face in seeking help from their informal 
social networks and formal service providers? 
1.5 Definition of key terms 
Different terms have been used to describe violence against women, including 
“intimate partner violence”, “domestic abuse”, “family violence” and “battered 
women”. My preferred term in this research is domestic violence, which fits the 




Domestic violence — as a complex social problem — can be described and 
defined in different ways by researchers, advocates, service providers, 
policymakers, and justice systems (Barocas, Emery & Mills 2016). The most 
frequently cited definition is that of the United Nations in the Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence against Women: 
Any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, 
physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, 
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of 
liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life. (UN General 
Assembly 1993, article 1) 
The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) also provided a definition of 
domestic violence in the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and 
their Children 2010–2022: 
Domestic violence refers to acts of violence that occur between people 
who have, or have had, an intimate relationship. While there is no 
single definition, the central element of domestic violence is an ongoing 
pattern of behaviour aimed at controlling a partner through fear, for 
example by using behaviour which is violent and threatening. In most 
cases, the violent behaviour is part of a range of tactics to exercise 
power and control over women and their children and can be both 
criminal and noncriminal. (COAG 2011, p. 2) 
Both definitions emphasise the core elements of control, coercion and threat 
against women. The UN definition attempts to take a broader view of violence 
against women both in public and private life. I chose to define it as any domestic 
violence act perpetrated by intimate partners or family members. 
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As this research is about domestic violence against Afghan women in Australia, it 
seems necessary to outline the groups of people that constitute migrants and 
refugees. The United Nations has defined migrants for settlement as: 
Foreigners granted the permission to stay for a lengthy or unlimited 
period, who are subjected to virtually no limitations regarding the 
exercise of an economic activity. (United Nations 1998, p. 33) 
Many Afghan migrants have settled in Australia through Australian humanitarian 
programs as refugees (Evason 2016). The United Nations Convention Relating to 
the Status of Refugees defines a refugee as: 
A person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and 
is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 
protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being 
outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such 
events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. (UN 
General Assembly 1951, p. 152, article 1) 
Previously an Afghan person has been defined as “any citizen of Afghanistan, 
whatever his/her ethnic, tribal, or religious affiliation” (Kieffer 1982). However, 
given the displacement of many Afghan people in recent decades, for this research 
Afghans will be defined as those who identify themselves as Afghan whether they 




1.6 Structure of the thesis 
The following is a precis of the thesis chapters. In the present chapter, the study 
background, study aims and questions have been introduced. The subsequent 
chapters address the literature review, methodology, study findings and how these 
make a contribution to knowledge. 
Chapter 2 explores relevant literature and studies conducted on domestic violence. 
The chapter includes a synthesis of previous studies and reports, commencing 
with domestic violence and Afghan women. The related literature is reviewed to 
show the prevalence of domestic violence globally (section 2.1) and Afghan 
women’s experiences of domestic violence (section 2.2). The chapter 
distinguishes women’s different perceptions and definitions of what constitutes 
domestic violence (section 2.3), and their perspectives on whether violent acts 
should be tolerated or not (section 2.4). The chapter indicates the influence of 
patriarchy and male domination (section 2.5). A particular emphasis is placed on 
reviewing the literature about domestic violence against Muslim and migrant 
women and depicting what has emerged from the studies (sections 2.6 and 2.7). 
Finally, the chapter elaborates on help-seeking for domestic violence, women’s 
decisions to approach domestic violence services and their barriers to seeking help 
(section 2.8). 
Chapter 3 sets out the methodological approach and conceptual framework for 
this thesis, beginning with the epistemology of the study (section 3.1), and the 
qualitative design of the research (section 3.2). The conceptual framework of the 
study is introduced, including feminist and social work theories, as a structure to 
describe women’s oppression and domestic violence (section 3.3). This chapter 
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then gives descriptions of informants and their recruitment (section 3.4), and 
outlines the processes of data collection (section 3.5) and data analysis (section 
3.6) and the rigorous approach that was required to ensure the integrity of the 
findings (section 3.7). Ethical considerations and safety and security for both 
researcher and research informants is presented in section 3.8. 
Chapters 4 to 7 present the findings. Chapter 4 addresses the findings related to 
gender roles and what it means to be an Afghan woman (section 4.1). The 
findings reveal that Afghan women developed more critical understandings of 
women’s gender roles and stereotypes after settling in Australia (sections 4.2 and 
4.3). In addition, the chapter explores informants’ perspectives about hijab and 
particularly their critiques of forced wearing of the hijab (section 4.4). Many 
women attempted to discuss their experiences of change (section 4.5), and section 
4.6 demonstrates the hurdles to challenging gender stereotypes after immigration. 
Chapter 5 reports informants’ definitions, perceptions and understanding of 
domestic violence and provides an overview of what constitutes domestic 
violence for Afghan women. The findings demonstrate women’s emphasis on 
non-physical acts (section 5.1) and how women’s definitions changed after 
coming to Australia (section 5.2). Section 5.3 shows informants’ disapproval of 
any normalisation of domestic violence. In response to concerns over Afghan 
women’s awareness and training on domestic violence raised by some informants, 
section 5.4 discusses how community knowledge and understanding of the issue 
should be enhanced. 
Chapter 6 reveals women’s experiences and stories of domestic violence. Their 




violence, and forced hijab are discussed in section 6.1. Then, informants’ 
perspectives about other women’s experiences of domestic violence are addressed 
(section 6.2). Section 6.3 explores victim-blaming and the consequences of 
violence against women. Subsequent sections discuss the prevalence of domestic 
violence in the Afghan community (section 6.4) and how Afghan women saw 
their situation in Australia as differentiated by lesser degrees of male domination 
and religion influence, and a legal system that was more supportive of women but 
where Afghan women nevertheless remained at risk of domestic violence (section 
6.5). 
Chapter 7 is the final chapter of findings, examining help-seeking for domestic 
violence and the barriers that Afghan women face in seeking assistance. These 
include cultural and community factors that make it difficult for Afghan women to 
approach domestic violence services in Australia, as well as women’s concerns 
about family expectations that they remain in marital relationships, irrespective of 
how problematic they are (section 7.1). The chapter then explores women’s 
individual experiences of help-seeking and approaching Australian domestic 
violence services (section 7.2). Informants’ perspectives and advice for Afghan 
women experiencing domestic violence are discussed in section 7.3. 
Key points and knowledge created by the findings of the study and their linking to 
existing literature are discussed in Chapter 8. After a brief review of the study’s 
aims (section 8.1), the chapter examines the key differences between the findings 
and previous literature on gender roles (section 8.2) and definitions of domestic 
violence (section 8.3). The chapter shows how women’s experiences of domestic 
violence, and their critical perspectives on acceptance of domestic violence, 
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control and oppression differ from previous studies (section 8.4). Section 8.5 
discusses what should be understood from women’s perspectives and experiences 
in relation to barriers to seeking help and leaving an abusive relationship. This 
chapter ends by outlining the study’s strengths and limitations (section 8.6). 
Finally, Chapter 9 summarises the study’s findings and provides an overview and 
overall conclusion (section 9.1) before suggesting the implications for research, 




Chapter 2: Literature review 
Chapter 2 reviews the literature and presents a synthesis of previous studies about 
domestic violence among migrants and Muslim women. The chapter starts with 
the prevalence of domestic violence (section 2.1), and an overview of domestic 
violence and help-seeking among Afghan women (section 2.2). Section 2.3 
reviews women’s perceptions of domestic violence; the acceptance and 
justification of domestic violence is then discussed (section 2.4). Patriarchy and 
gender roles in relation to domestic violence are considered in section 2.5, and 
section 2.6 traces the role of male domination in domestic violence in the Muslim 
community. Section 2.7 explores the impact of immigration on domestic violence. 
Finally the chapter addresses help-seeking for domestic violence and women’s 
decision-making (section 2.8) and the barriers that result in migrant and Muslim 
women being unwilling and/or unable to seek help or leave an abusive 
relationship (section 2.9). 
2.1 Prevalence of domestic violence 
Domestic violence is a widespread public health problem (World Health 
Organization 2014). It has been proposed that its prevalence has reached epidemic 
proportions in many societies, such that women are at risk of being exposed to 
violence regardless of their backgrounds (Alhabib, Nur & Jones 2010). The World 
Health Organization (2013) report Global and Regional Estimates of Violence 
against Women, which covered 133 countries and 6.1 billion people or 88 per cent 
of the world’s population, revealed that 30 per cent of women who had been in a 
relationship had experienced some forms of physical or sexual violence from their 
partner. The report’s data showed that almost one in three women had been a 
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victim of physical or sexual violence by an intimate partner at some point in her 
lifetime. The prevalence of domestic violence was highest in the Latin America, 
African, eastern Mediterranean and south-east Asian regions, where 
approximately 37 per cent of ever-partnered women reported having experienced 
physical and/or sexual violence at some point. Although women everywhere are at 
risk of domestic violence, the rate varies between and within nations. A multi-
country WHO study of data collected from over 24,000 women in 10 countries 
(García-Moreno et al. 2005) found the incidence of domestic violence varied from 
13 per cent in Japan to 61 per cent in Peru. 
Several surveys have been conducted in Australia to explore this issue. The 
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018) found that one in six Australian 
women had been subjected to physical and/or sexual violence since the age of 15, 
while one in four had experienced emotional violence, making it the most 
common form of abuse. Also, the nationwide Family Safety Survey (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics 2012) found that 41 per cent of all women aged 18 years and 
over had experienced violence since the age of 15. Women were more likely to 
have experienced violence by a known person than by a stranger. It is necessary to 
note that between 2005 and 2016, domestic violence rates in Australia remained 
relatively unchanged (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2018). 
Migrant women are also at high risk of domestic violence. Research has found 
that although the prevalence of domestic violence is not higher than among non-
migrant women, the process of migration and settlement has the potential to 
exacerbate women’s experiences of violence and add several layers to the issue 




Exploration of domestic violence is a sensitive issue for many migrants, 
particularly those coming from Muslim societies which emphasise the family’s 
right to privacy concerning their domestic arrangements (Bucci 2012). Some 
studies, nevertheless, have attempted to delve into the issue among Muslim and 
migrant communities. Domestic violence has been the most commonly researched 
form of gender-based violence among migrants (Gonçalves & Matos 2016). A 
study of south Asian women in the US found the prevalence of domestic violence 
was high, with 76 per cent of women reporting abuse in the year prior to 
participating in the research (Adam & Schewe 2007). The Peaceful Families 
Project (2011) reported that 53 per cent of American Muslim immigrant women 
had experienced domestic violence in their lifetimes. The prevalence of domestic 
violence was also very high among Iraqi women in Canada, with nearly all 
women participating in a study reporting experience of one form of domestic 
violence; only 7 per cent of informants said they had not experienced violence 
(Barkho, Fakhouri & Arnetz 2011). In contrast, findings from another Canadian 
study indicated that 14.7 per cent of immigrant women experienced domestic 
violence (Ahmad, Ali & Stewart 2005). According to several studies, the most 
commonly reported act of domestic violence among Muslim immigrants was 
psychological or emotional rather than physical violence (Jordan & Bhandari 
2016; Mahapatra 2012; Zakar et al. 2012). The most extreme form of domestic 
violence against Muslim women is honour killing, which is also occurring in non-
Muslim majority countries. Ashencaen Crabtree, Husain and Spalek (2017) 
reported three tragic examples of Muslim women who were murdered in the UK 
due to their resisting of forced marriages.  
Research on the prevalence of domestic violence in Muslim majority countries 
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provides inconsistent findings and patterns. A systematic review that synthesised 
the findings of various studies on the prevalence of domestic violence in Pakistan 
found that reports had revealed different rates of domestic violence; rates of 
physical violence ranged from 16 to 80 per cent, while emotional violence rates 
ranged from 48 to 84 per cent (Ali et al. 2015).  
Those who attempted to investigate domestic violence in Muslim communities 
remarked that although it was an important aspect of the everyday lives of Muslim 
women, the prevalence of domestic violence was not clear (Ashencaen Crabtree, 
Husain & Spalek 2017) and different studies might or might not include coercive 
unions, forced marriages, honour killings or other non-physical forms of violence 
within their understanding of what constituted domestic violence. 
2.2 Afghan women and domestic violence 
Reports from Afghanistan have revealed the high prevalence of domestic violence 
against Afghan women, with approximately 90 per cent of Afghan women 
experiencing various forms of domestic violence (Aljazeera 2015; UN women 
2016). A report by Hasrat and Pfefferle (2012) similarly found domestic violence 
to be widespread and endemic in Afghanistan, occuring in severe and harsh forms, 
with 90 per cent of women experiencing violence — predominantly physical — 
from family members. 
Afghanistan is one of the world’s most dangerous places for women, with little 
hope for improvement. Rates of illiteracy and child marriage are high, women 
have limited access to appropriate healthcare, contributing to a low life 




Foundation 2011). Unstable social and political structures, dire poverty and wide 
displacement have all thwarted women’s progress. 
Women’s rights and freedoms are severely restricted by conservative and 
traditional norms that dictate whom they can marry and divorce and how to fulfil 
family and community expectations (Luccaro & Gaston 2014). Afghan women 
have reported various and severe forms of domestic violence including physical, 
psychological and emotional, economic and sexual violence, and the practices of 
baad and badal (see glossary). According to the Afghanistan Independent Human 
Rights Commission (2013) and Hasrat and Pfefferle (2012), the most common 
form of domestic violence was physical, followed by sexual, economic, and 
emotional. Harsh forms of domestic violence were accompanied by little access to 
justice and protective services. Lack of hope for a future without abuse resulted in 
either powerlessness to seek help or in some cases attempted suicide and self-
immolation (Luccaro & Gaston 2014). Despite this, some women choose to flee 
from abusive husbands, although their actions may lead to them being charged 
with moral crimes and attempted adultery. Returning to the community may be 
hard for these women; therefore, they are potentially left with no social or 
economic support. 
In addition to a strict patriarchal culture, Afghanistan consists of various ethnic 
groups, each of which has a conservative tribal system. Ahmad and Anctil Avoine 
(2016) proposed that patriarchy in Afghanistan should be understood in relation to 
tribal culture rather than to Islam per se, as many of the gender roles and gender 
inequality stemmed from the conservative tribal culture. Luccaro and Gaston 
(2014), reporting study findings from 191 interviews and 23 focus groups in 
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Afghanistan, said that while women applied various mechanisms to confront 
violence, including seeking assistance from family, community and government, 
each of these presented different barriers. Those barriers were categorised as 
normative, consequential and practical, and included social and cultural norms 
that deterred women from seeking help, the complex and unfeasible process of 
accessing help, the consequences of leaving, and the uncertainty of living 
independently afterwards. 
There was also an assumption that because domestic violence was widely 
accepted in Afghanistan (Tran, Nguyen & Fisher 2016), women did not perceive 
it as necessary to seek help. The notion of the “good woman” who maintains 
family privacy and avoids embarrassment and social stigma could deter women 
from disclosing violence to others.  
Apart from this disapproval of seeking help, a lack of social and economic support 
from family, community and government also exacerbated Afghan women’s 
condition. Not only were those services inadequate and insufficient to respond to 
the needs of women experiencing abuse, but some also disputed whether current 
services were reliable and impartial to women. Some studies confirmed that many 
women who reported abuse faced inconsistent and gender-biased behaviour from 
the authorities and police (Baldry, Pagliaro & Porcaro 2013; Stokes, Seritan & 
Miller 2016). Thus, the Afghan legal system condemned domestic violence while 
condoning violence against women; combined, these could contribute to under-
reporting of abuse and leave women unwilling to seek assistance. 
Finally, many Afghan women avoided seeking help because it left them with an 




attempted to provide protection, many women would eventually return to abusive 
homes because they did not have stable and long-term alternatives. Shelters for 
women in Afghanistan were not only limited in number, they usually also had a 
poor reputation (Luccaro & Gaston 2014). The Afghan Government has tended to 
restrict the shelters because they were controversial among conservative religious 
and political leaders concerned that these services encouraged immorality and 
wrongdoing among those who were not obedient, good women (Human Rights 
Watch 2011). 
While some reports have examined domestic violence among Afghan women in 
Afghanistan and in a few western countries, there is little known about Afghan 
women in the Australian context. 
2.3 Perceptions of domestic violence 
Women from different societies, cultures and ethnicities interpret domestic 
violence in different ways (Fanslow et al. 2010). As Flood and Pease (2009) 
reported, multiple factors affect people’s attitudes toward domestic violence, 
including gender, one’s socialisation, norms, culture, law, and society-wide 
factors. The WHO multi-country study (García-Moreno et al. 2005) found 
women’s attitudes towards violence to vary considerably by country. While most 
women in the city sites of Brazil, Japan, Namibia and Serbia and Montenegro said 
no reason justified violence, one quarter of those in Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and 
Peru said violence could be justified. Acceptance of physical violence was higher 
among women who had experienced abuse than among those who had not, the 
study found. 
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Studies have found that Australian attitudes towards violence against women have 
improved since 1995 (Australia Office of the Status of Women 1995; McGregor 
2010; Webster et al. 2014), with one recent survey showing a greater likelihood of 
a variety of violent behaviours being rated as “very serious”(Webster et al. 2014). 
In particular, attitudes towards non-physical forms of violence have changed, with 
these being increasingly recognised as constituting serious forms of violence 
against women. Accordingly, most Australians believe violence against women to 
be a serious issue although they have varying perceptions of different forms of 
domestic violence (Australia Office of the Status of Women 1995; McGregor 
2010; Webster et al. 2014). The 2013 National Community Attitudes towards 
Violence Against Women Survey conducted by the Victorian Health Promotion 
Foundation (Webster et al. 2014) found the majority of Australians (94 per cent) 
had a good knowledge of violence against women, and did not approve of 
violence-supportive attitudes. Most believed that violence against women should 
not be tolerated and rejected the idea that it was a family matter (Webster et al. 
2014). 
Previous surveys conducted in Australia (McGregor 2010; Webster et al. 2014) 
have also found that Australian people had a substantial understanding of 
domestic violence as defined in section 1.5 of this thesis. However, while 
Australians widely viewed domestic violence as a serious issue, a survey 
conducted by the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation (Taylor & Mouzos 
2006) found a considerable difference between Australians from non-migrant and 
migrant communities. Men with migrant backgrounds were significantly less 




Migrant women hold diverse and heterogeneous views of what constitutes 
domestic violence. Apart from diversity of opinion between communities, 
migrants’ attitudes can vary within single communities. Gender, age, generation 
post-migration, level of education, acculturation, and acceptance of patriarchal 
beliefs are factors that affect community members’ perception of domestic 
violence. These differences could reflect divergent beliefs about gender roles and 
gender expectations in different contexts (Vaughan et al. 2015). Flood and Pease 
(2009) found that adults born in non-English-speaking countries had poorer 
attitudes toward domestic violence than those born in Australia or other western 
countries. 
2.4 Acceptance and justification of violence 
Women’s knowledge and perceptions of what constitutes domestic violence are 
important because these may influence their responses when confronted with 
experiences of violence in their own lives or inflicted on others (Goodson & 
Hayes 2018). The way in which people in one culture define violence can 
determine what constitutes an abusive act, and what is neglected and hence 
labelled as normal rather than abusive behaviour. Therefore, women’s perceptions 
and definitions can determine what they find acceptable.  
While research within Muslim societies on attitudes towards domestic violence 
and contributing factors has been limited (Boy & Kulczycki 2008; Linos, 
Khawaja & Kaplan 2012) some studies have demonstrated that domestic violence 
is predominantly accepted and justified among Muslims, not only by men but also 
by some women (Abu-Ras 2007; Boy & Kulczycki 2008; Childress 2013, 2018; 
Echavez, Mosawi & Pilongo 2016; Haarr 2007; Hyder, Noor & Tsui 2007; 
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Khawaja, Linos & El-Roueiheb 2008; Linos, Khawaja & Kaplan 2012; Oweis et 
al. 2009; Shankar, Das & Atwal 2013). A study that ranked 60 countries on 
acceptance of domestic violence found that, while some non-Muslim majority 
countries also showed high levels of acceptance, many Muslim countries ranked 
high on this index (McGee 2017). A study conducted by Ali, Karamali and Malik 
(2014) in Pakistan found that 96 per cent of women accepted male authority, and 
99 per cent of women labelled themselves as “good women” as long as they 
obeyed and followed their husband’s demands. Similarly, recent research revealed 
that nearly 90 per cent of women in Afghanistan approved of domestic violence in 
some circumstances (Tran, Nguyen & Fisher 2016). 
However, it is evident that Muslim societies are heterogeneous regarding 
accepting domestic violence; therefore, Muslim immigrant women also differ 
from each other in this respect. This diversity was shown in a study conducted by 
Gennari, Giuliani and Accordini (2017) which found that Pakistani immigrant 
women in Italy were more likely to accept violence as normal than were 
Moroccan and Egyptian women in the same context.  
Women’s personal experience of domestic violence may lead them to accept and 
perceive domestic violence as normal (Khawaja, Linos & El-Roueiheb 2008). 
Women who justified domestic violence suggested that violence was a reasonable 
punishment for women’s behaviour or faults including burning the food, 
neglecting the children, arguing with husbands and disobeying them, refusing to 
have sex and/or committing infidelity (Boy & Kulczycki 2008). Understanding 
domestic violence as something which women deserve as a consequence of their 





Having more egalitarian attitudes towards gender could contribute to a greater 
intolerance of violence (Bhanot & Senn 2007; Hosseini-Sedehi 2016; Rahmany 
2016; Yoshihama, Blazevski & Bybee 2014). Therefore, people from a violence-
supportive cultural context could change by moving to live in a less violence-
supportive society, as the acculturation process could develop women’s resistance 
to accepting domestic violence as normal. For instance, Rahmany (2016), who 
explored Afghan women’s attitudes toward domestic violence in the USA, 
remarked that transforming attitudes from traditional to egalitarian led to a lesser 
tendency among women to endorse and accept domestic violence. 
In addition, Muslim women’s attitudes towards violence should be analysed in a 
language of agency through which women’s capacity to prioritise their own 
interests against customs and tradition can be analysed (Mahmood 2011). Muslim 
women are creating themselves in complex discourses, and their interpretation of 
violence to a researcher may not reflect how they understand or endorse violence. 
Hence, some women may perceive violence as unacceptable, but they do not see 
an autonomy to reflect this idea. Baerveldt (2015) proposed to improve 
understanding of the language of agency and identity when working with Muslim 
women in western societies.  
2.5 Patriarchy and gender roles and the immigration process 
2.5.1 Patriarchy and gender roles 
Women living in a strictly patriarchal society with less social and legal support to 
protect their rights may be more likely to experience domestic violence being 
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justified (Sayem, Begum & Moneesha 2012). Many studies have attempted to 
indicate the relationship between conservative gender roles and acceptance of 
domestic violence (Ahmad et al. 2009; Finfgeld-Connett & Johnson 2013; Rai & 
Choi 2018; Yoshihama, Blazevski & Bybee 2014). They conclude that being 
obliged to conform to conservative gender roles could lead to justifying domestic 
violence and being more tolerant of violence occurring. 
Gender roles consist of characteristics and patterned behaviour that people in a 
particular culture are expected to adhere to (DeBiaggi 2002). Those patterns, 
which are culturally and socially constructed, determine female and male roles 
and responsibilities. In many traditional cultures, gender roles are defined in 
relation to strong and profound male domination through which men often occupy 
superior positions that grant more power, and are commonly encouraged to exert 
control and maintain their power. In contrast, women are placed in less powerful 
and subordinate positions (Gennari, Giuliani & Accordini 2017). Ignoring or 
contradicting female gender roles may result in being labelled as nonconformist 
and lead to domestic violence, community pressure and ostracism. Therefore, 
perhaps unsurprisingly, moving from a society that interprets gender roles 
traditionally to a society with more liberal interpretations may inspire women and 
enhance their demands for change. 
Like many women in traditional and conservative societies, Afghan women’s 
gender roles place them in subordinate positions, due to the obligation to stay 
home and take responsibility for household tasks, nurturing and bringing up 
children (Dupree 2004; Echavez, Mosawi & Pilongo 2016; Grace 2004; Hosseini-




understood to give them power over the household (Baldry, Pagliaro & Porcaro 
2013; Echavez, Mosawi & Pilongo 2016; UNAMA 2009). Conversely, the roles 
ascribed to Afghan women lack power and women who challenge these gender 
roles and dispute the absolute power of men in the family can find themselves in a 
precarious situation (Ali, Karamali & Malik 2014). 
2.5.2 Gender roles in the process of immigration 
Immigration, rather than being a simple dislocation, can be a complex process that 
involves losing some parts of one’s culture and identity from the country of origin 
and gaining some aspects of the host country. Attitudes and values, ways of life, 
behavioural patterns and gender stereotypes may change in the process of 
adjusting to the new environment (DeBiaggi 2002). Khalid (2011), for instance, 
compared gender roles and attitudes in Pakistan between returned migrants from 
the UK and the general population. The results demonstrated substantial 
differences in opinions; returned immigrants, regardless of their gender, had a 
more liberal perspective on women’s roles in the family and society. 
While change is inevitable for many after immigration, migrants do not 
necessarily transform their values and attitudes in similar ways or at the same 
speed. Some researchers investigating the transformation of gender roles found 
that migrant women were more likely than men to change as they moved away 
from stereotypes and traditional roles (DeBiaggi 2002; Holtmann 2016; Moghissi, 
Rahnema & Goodman 2009). Moghissi, Rahnema and Goodman (2009) found 
women were more likely than men to change in a host country that usually offered 
women more freedom and autonomy. These differences might trigger 
disagreement, conflict, and lead to domestic violence. Similarly, a study among 
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African refugees in Australia concluded that the transformation of gender roles 
had the potential to break down the traditionally male role of breadwinner (Fisher 
2013). A man's struggle to maintain his power might result in him exerting more 
control, worsening the woman’s situation and putting her at higher risk of 
domestic violence. 
Processes of change that challenge established gender patterns can lead to 
disagreement, conflict and domestic violence. Many migrant women report being 
obliged to maintain their cultural norms and traditions in the new context, or face 
accusations of becoming westernised. For instance, Hayes, Freilich and Chermak 
(2016) found the motivation for honour crimes was frequently associated with a 
father’s fear that his daughter was becoming westernised. Examples of western 
behaviour included the daughter resisting an arranged marriage, dating a non-
Muslim or dressing in western styles. The perpetrators perceived the victim’s 
westernised behaviour as bringing shame on the family, and so justifying their 
violent behaviour. On the other hand, some researchers have reported that women 
were forced by family members to adhere to the host society’s standards 
(Dasgupta 2000; Ely 2004) and subjected to domestic violence due to their 
resistance to adopting the new cultural norms and values and dressing in a western 
fashion. 
2.6 Immigration and domestic violence 
Although migrant and non-migrant women as groups are both at equivalent risk of 
experiencing domestic violence, studies have found that migrant women could be 
more vulnerable due to their immigration status and the challenges involved in 




Women from a migrant background who experienced violence are undoubtedly 
disadvantaged: being female, as well as being outside the dominant cultural 
group, was enough to make migrant women more vulnerable to an abusive partner 
(Ghafournia 2011). Furthermore, pre-immigration experiences of trauma, loss, 
anger, sadness, depression and anxiety, accompanied by negative experiences of 
settlement could affect a woman’s circumstances in a new country (Rees & Pease 
2006). The immigration process could be a risk factor in provoking domestic 
violence (Ely 2004; Erez, Adelman & Gregory 2009; Vaughan et al. 2015; Zakar 
et al. 2012).  
James (2010) described the migration path to becoming a refugee as having three 
stages: war and civil conflict, the refugee journey, and resettlement. She argued 
that these could make women more vulnerable to domestic violence, and 
remarked on the factors related to resettlement that contributed to abuse in refugee 
communities. Congruent with this, Paat (2014) said that immigration exerted the 
paradoxical effect of a violent tendency among migrant groups who held values 
and cultural beliefs that placed the family in high regard. She identified the 
underlying cultural and structural mechanisms that influenced migrant women’s 
susceptibility, including acculturation, cultural mechanisms, mental health, 
structural elements, legal contexts, and social support. 
Vaughan et al. (2015) commented on various stressors involved in resettlement 
that intensified and exacerbated migrant women’s abusive experiences. Migrants, 
particularly those who came from war-torn areas and less developed countries 
were potentially at higher risk of domestic violence (Vaughan et al. 2015). 
Isolation and a weaker connection with the host society, unfamiliarity with the 
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language, cultural differences and/or uncertain visa status could make women 
even more vulnerable to violence (Shalabi, Mitchell & Andersson 2015). Thus, 
women might feel emotionally alone, culturally disconnected and socially isolated 
(Zakar et al. 2012), with this being accompanied by separation from the extended 
family after immigration. Being alone and isolated significantly enhanced 
women’s dependence on their partners and so put them at higher risk of abusive 
power dynamics and violence. 
Because an immigrant’s values and culture may be very different from those of 
their new country, a migrant may decide to live as much as possible within the 
community with which they share a culture and language. In doing so, they may 
feel pressure to conform to the cultural norms and religious customs of a foreign 
country which may conflict with their desire to take up opportunities that the host 
country offers (Vaughan et al. 2015). Consequently, maintaining communal 
harmony may be more highly regarded than the need to show sympathy to 
individual women who have been abused. 
2.7 Male domination and the role of Islam  
While some have commented on Islam’s influence on gender roles through which 
women’s oppression is legitimised (Abraham & Tastsoglou 2016), others have 
suggested there is little or no connection between Islamic culture and the 
oppression of women (Childress 2013; McGee 2017). There is, nevertheless, 
evidence of contexts in which religion is (mis)used to justify violence against 
women or to perpetuate women’s vulnerability to victimisation. Boy and 
Kulczycki (2008) found women in some Muslim societies were often encouraged 




experience. In some Arab and Islamic countries, selective extracts from the Quran 
may be used to “prove” that men who beat their wives are following God’s 
commandments. Sharia (Islamic law, see glossary) may be used to sanction male 
authority over female relatives and legitimise the use of physical violence. At the 
same time, religious and theological emphases on compassion, justice, and 
liberation are in opposition to violence against women (Flood & Pease 2009). 
In many Muslim societies, women stay silent due to their obligation to behave in 
ways that would label them as respectful and good women who are obedient to the 
male members of their family, such as their husband, father, brothers and male in-
laws (Ahmad et al. 2009; Othman, Goddard & Piterman 2014). Hence, women’s 
independence and empowerment can be a way to change social norms that 
condone domestic violence (Linos, Khawaja & Kaplan 2012). Nevertheless, 
women’s independence might be rejected and so put women at risk of domestic 
violence: some studies reported that more autonomous women were more likely 
to be at risk of domestic violence due to their non-compliance with gendered 
norms (Haj-Yahia 2003; Khawaja, Linos & El-Roueiheb 2008). Bucci (2012) 
presented an overview of the legal and cultural issues for migrant Muslim women 
in the European Union and suggested that a patriarchal culture and traditional 
Muslim societal and family relationships were hierarchical and unequal, with men 
having the dominant roles. 
Some studies have shown the leading cause of accepting domestic violence 
among Muslim women to be a positive attitude towards male domination and 
men’s superiority within religion and religious perspectives (Adam & Schewe 
2007; Ali, Karamali & Malik 2014; Faramarzi, Esmailzadeh & Mosavi 2005; Haj-
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Yahia 2003). In contrast, egalitarian and non-religious views of women and 
gender roles condemn domestic violence (Hosseini-Sedehi 2016; Rai & Choi 
2018). However, while male domination was associated with some aspects of 
Islamic religion among Muslim communities, different interpretations of Islam 
resulted in Muslims holding a wide range of views about violence against women 
(Chaudhry 2014). It was particularly important for women to be aware of other 
interpretations. As Abu-Ras (2007) concluded, those Muslim women who had 
thorough knowledge of their rights within Islam were more likely to find 
compatible ways within Islam to combat domestic violence and enhance help-
seeking. Their knowledge and awareness of Islam’s emphasis on compassion and 
respect for women would enhance their demands for gender equality and 
liberation. 
Chaudhry (2014) in her book Domestic Violence and Islamic Tradition explored 
women’s roles in Islam and different Islamic scholars’ exegesis on domestic 
violence. She concluded that scholars who promoted patriarchal and egalitarian 
visions of Islam held two competing idealised cosmologies that were 
fundamentally incompatible. In patriarchal Islamic cosmology, humans were 
privileged over all other creations, and men ranked above women. As such, men 
had direct, unfettered access to God, while women’s relationship to God was 
mediated by men, who must oversee their wives’ moral wellbeing. In this 
worldview, not only the husband but also male relatives including fathers and 
brothers and male members of family in law have rights to control women. In 
contrast, in the egalitarian idealised cosmology, men and women possessed equal 
human worth before God, so every individual had an independent relationship 




Verse 34 in Chapter 4 of the Quran describes the relationship between men and 
women, especially women’s responsibility towards their husbands. A critical 
survey of historical and contemporary Muslim legal and exegetical scholarship on 
marital violence in the context of Q. 4:34 revealed a marked shift in interpretation 
of the subject, due in large part to a new, egalitarian idealised cosmology that has 
caused Muslim scholars to adjust their expectations of the divine text and God 
(Chaudhry 2014, p. 222). As a result, although some view Islam as a religion that 
condones domestic violence, it is unfair to label Muslims as monolithic on this 
issue. 
Some studies have shown that Islamic culture can also be a protective factor, 
enhancing self-value, self-assurance, solidarity, and even hope for changing 
women’s situation (Ellison et al. 2007; Niu & Laidler 2015). These studies 
indicated that religious involvement protected against domestic violence. The 
effect of religious attendance on reducing the probability of domestic violence 
was most likely both direct and indirect. Religious organisations could reduce 
factors known to be correlated with domestic violence, such as problem drinking, 
social isolation and depression. Religious congregations were sources of both 
formal and informal support for their members (Ghafournia 2017). In addition, 
diversity played a crucial role in Muslim women’s lives. Gender was not the only 
path that should be followed in Islamic communities; other forms of oppression 
such as culture, ethnicity, class, language and race should be explored. 
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2.8 Informal and formal support for domestic violence 
2.8.1 Seeking help from informal services 
Help-seeking is the process of using informal resources, such as family and 
friends, and formal services — police, courts and domestic violence services — 
for victim support (Goodson & Hayes 2018). Research has demonstrated that 
while domestic violence is widespread worldwide, many women are hesitant to 
disclose violence and seek help (Rasool 2016). The majority of women who 
experience abuse, regardless of background, rely on assistance from family 
members and informal networks rather than formal services. The process of 
seeking help usually starts with women approaching informal supports initially, 
irrespective of how much formal support is available and accessible to women in 
their society (Finfgeld-Connett & Johnson 2013). This is particularly so in 
cultures that consider family privacy to be important, and women are expected not 
to disclose their problems with those outside the home. If help it sought, it should 
be within the family (Abu-Ras 2007; Gennari, Giuliani & Accordini 2017; Rai & 
Choi 2018; Zakar et al. 2012). 
Nevertheless, the family’s response and its willingness to help a woman 
experiencing abuse may not always lead to violence ceasing or enable her to leave 
an abusive situation. In particular, families that support conservative and 
traditional cultural norms may have less tendency to support women if this might 
lead them to leave the violence. They may not offer consistent support and may 
attempt to encourage women to stay in abusive relationships. Even when women 
have support with the family, there may be strong disincentives to taking legal 




Rai & Choi 2018). Incentives to keep matters private within the home may 
increase after immigration for Muslim women, as they may not trust the new 
community (Sabir et al. 2017). Furthermore, after immigration, informal support 
will be less available as many will be separated from family members and friends 
(Holtmann 2016). 
2.8.2 Seeking help from domestic violence services 
The majority of women who experience domestic violence may not seek help 
from formal services, and their help-seeking willingness and abilities will be 
limited (García-Moreno et al. 2005; Rasool 2016). This is particularly so for 
women in less developed countries and more traditional societies; a survey of 31 
developing countries revealed that approximately one-third (35 per cent) of 
women who experienced domestic violence sought help, mainly by seeking 
assistance from family members (Goodson & Hayes 2018). Interviewers in the 
WHO multi-country study (García-Moreno et al. 2005) found that they were the 
first person that many of the women had ever talked to about their partner’s 
physical violence. Likewise, more than half of the informants in a study 
conducted in Turkey were disclosing their experiences of abuse for the first time 
during the interviews (Ergöçmen, Yüksel-Kaptanoğlu & Jansen 2013). Fewer than 
one in 10 (8.4 per cent) women experiencing abuse sought help from formal 
institutions, believing that their situation was unbearable and/or they were badly 
injured. 
Deciding whether or not to seek help from organisations and services is not 
straightforward. Help-seeking is multi-layered, complex and multifaceted and 
occurs in different stages. It depends on one’s definition of the issues, and the 
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choice of sources of help (Liang et al. 2005). Knowledge about domestic violence 
services plays a key role in seeking help but previous studies have reported that 
migrant and refugee women often lacked knowledge about formal domestic 
violence services (Ahmad et al. 2009; Erez 2002; Erez, Adelman & Gregory 
2009; Holtmann 2016; Jordan & Bhandari 2016; Rees & Pease 2006; Vaughan et 
al. 2015; Voolma 2018). While migration may result in lower awareness of the 
services available in a new host country, women may also not have sound 
knowledge about domestic violence services in their countries of origin. For 
instance, Othman, Goddard and Piterman (2014) found that many Malaysian 
women were unaware of services for women experiencing domestic violence that 
were available in that country. Women might therefore not investigate the services 
available after migration if this is not something with which they were familiar in 
their country of origin. 
Regardless of their knowledge of services, many reports have suggested that 
migrant women were less likely to use formal services (Abu-Ras 2007; Ahmad et 
al. 2009; Ben-Porat 2010; Chowbey 2016; Erez 2002; Erez, Adelman & Gregory 
2009; Vaughan et al. 2015; Zakar et al. 2012). Despite government efforts to 
enhance women’s awareness of and ability to access formal services, many 
migrant women opposed what they regarded as interference by formal services 
(Ting & Panchanadeswaran 2009; Vaughan et al. 2015; Zakar et al. 2012). If 
women decided to seek help, they wanted to choose services that they believed 
best matched their needs (Liang et al. 2005). Therefore they might choose short-
term counselling or legal advice rather than involving police and other authorities. 
This was particularly seen in research conducted by Abu-Ras (2007) among Arab 




or legal advice rather than safe houses or shelters which they regarded as unable 
to provide culturally appropriate services. 
Research has found that police intervention is mainly regarded as appropriate for 
those who are in a life-threatening or intolerable situation; therefore, it is 
considered a last resort for many women in migrant communities who experience 
abuse (Chowbey 2016; Ergöçmen, Yüksel-Kaptanoğlu & Jansen 2013; Jordan & 
Bhandari 2016; Othman, Goddard & Piterman 2014). Hence, perceiving the 
abusive acts as not serious hinders some women from seeking help. Many turn to 
formal services only after they conclude that other strategies to cope with violence 
are not practical or helpful (Chaudhuri, Morash & Yingling 2014). 
2.9 Barriers to seeking help 
2.9.1 Individual barriers 
Obstacles to women seeking help deserve particular emphasis as many barriers 
impede women’s attempts to seek help, even when they have made a decision to 
do so. Women in different cultures do not always perceive, understand or respond 
to violence in the same way. Their interpretations of violence and what constitutes 
domestic violence might be paramount to their tendency, demands and validation 
for seeking help. In particular, women from different generations may have 
divergent attitudes and understandings of domestic violence and help-seeking. 
Younger women may have more knowledge about domestic violence and sources 
of help; conversely, older generations are less likely to recognise some acts as 
abusive; thus they may not consider it necessary to seek help (Andersson et al. 
2010; Niu & Laidler 2015; Sadeghi Fassaei 2010). Younger women are also more 
 56 
likely to leave an abusive relationship, because they have more opportunities to 
start a new relationship, the potential to earn income, or more flexibility in 
looking for employment (Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012). 
Feelings of powerlessness can be a barrier to seeking help for those who perceive 
themselves as lacking the capacity to obtain help or to live alone afterwards 
(Cainkar & Sandra 2010). Women who have been subjected to patriarchal gender 
roles may not have enough self-confidence to live autonomously. 
2.9.2 Family roles 
Families play a crucial role in disclosing violence and seeking help, particularly 
for Muslims (Afrouz, Crisp & Taket 2018; Aisyah & Parker 2014; Al-Modallal 
2017; Andersson et al. 2010; Eisikovits, Buchbinder & Bshara 2008; Gharaibeh & 
Oweis 2009; Hayati et al. 2013; Naved et al. 2006; Niu & Laidler 2015). By 
staying in an abusive relationship, women will be seen to preserve the family 
harmony and honour. For many Muslim families, notions of male honour and 
female purity and modesty can be used to justify violence against non-conforming 
women. Thus, many families use family honour and shame as a powerful tool to 
convince women to stay in an abusive relationship and preserve the family’s 
status in the community rather than alleviate their suffering. After migration, 
honour is still mediated by the individual’s continuing dependence on family and 
community support, which may be exacerbated by experiences of exclusion and 
failure in mainstream society (Flood & Pease 2009; Withaeckx & Coene 2014). 
Marriage is regarded as an alliance between two families among many Muslim 




to leave the relationship has implications for the wider family and not just the 
marital partners. Hence, many believe that decisions about the future of a 
marriage should be collective and involve several family members rather than the 
couple alone. Irrespective of one’s situation in a marital relationship, many family 
members will try to keep the marriage intact regardless of the costs for the couple. 
Conversely, a failing marriage can be devastating for the family and reduce their 
hopes of arranging marriages for other family members (Finfgeld-Connett & 
Johnson 2013). 
Patriarchal perspectives which disapprove of women living independently may 
also hinder women from leaving abusive relationships, particularly if they have 
dependent children (Ali, Karamali & Malik 2014; Othman, Goddard & Piterman 
2014). Hence, children play a crucial role for women in making a decision to stay 
in an abusive relationship or to leave (Rasool 2016). Considerations for staying in 
an abusive relationship may include the best interests of the children, children’s 
wellbeing, maintaining a two-parent family structure, social constructions of 
motherhood, and financial dependence on their male partners (Afifi et al. 2011; 
Afrouz, Crisp & Taket 2018; Aisyah & Parker 2014; Andersson et al. 2010; 
Childress 2018; Chowbey 2016; Gharaibeh & Oweis 2009; Madhani et al. 2017; 
Naved et al. 2006; Rasool 2016; Sadeghi Fassaei 2010; Shalabi, Mitchell & 
Andersson 2015; Spencer et al. 2014; Tonsing 2014). On the other hand, women 
may decide to leave an abusive relationship for the sake of their children. The role 
of the mother in protecting their children’s welfare and ensuring their safety, 
particularly when there are serious threats which could harm the children, can 
encourage mothers to seek help (Ahmad et al. 2009; Kyriakakis, 
Panchanadeswaran & Edmond 2015). Escaping physical abuse or harm to their 
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children and women’s role as mother and protector have been found to be the 
most prevalent impetuses for seeking a solution to the abuse (Rasool 2016; Vatnar 
& Bjørkly 2010). Nevertheless, in some Islamic countries, women stay in abusive 
relationships because custody of children after divorce is always awarded to the 
father, with the mother having no further rights to parent her children (Pearce & 
Sokoloff 2013; Raj & Silverman 2002). 
2.9.3 Cultural and social barriers 
Some cultures legitimise violence against those women who do not fulfil expected 
gender norms and expectations (Childress 2018). Previous research into barriers 
to seeking help for migrants and Muslim women indicated the crucial role of 
cultural norms (Afrouz, Crisp & Taket 2018; Ahmad et al. 2009; Aisyah & Parker 
2014; Al-Modallal 2017; Andersson et al. 2010; Childress 2018; Eisikovits, 
Buchbinder & Bshara 2008; Femi-Ajao 2016; Gharaibeh & Oweis 2009; Hayati et 
al. 2013; Naved et al. 2006; Niu & Laidler 2015; Shalabi, Mitchell & Andersson 
2015). Notably, many Muslim women either in origin countries or after migration 
agreed that community values and expectations restrained them from seeking 
help. 
Cultural values that emphasise familism and collectivism can prompt women to 
decide to avoid social stigma and isolation. Migrant communities may persist in 
continuing their cultural heritage even in an individualistic society (Hayes, 
Freilich & Chermak 2016). Consequently, even if a woman tends to use the 





Cultural beliefs and values, and traditional gender roles that justify marital 
violence as normal behaviour have all been reported as barriers to help seeking. 
An obligation to be “good” leads women to be silent and tolerate abusive acts 
(Ahmad et al. 2009; Freilich & Guerette 2006; James 2010). Culturally based 
norms restrict many migrant women from speaking out against their husbands 
with respect to taboo topics such as domestic violence (Raj & Silverman 2002). 
This is particularly so in the Afghan community (Stokes, Seritan and Miller 
(2016). Several studies have also found that if an abusive relationship is reported, 
the reporter is more likely to be other women, including female family members 
and friends in the community (Bucci 2012; Freilich 2006; Raj & Silverman 2002).  
One key reason why many delay seeking help is a fear that disclosing abuse to 
agencies or the justice system will result in criticism of their culture or country of 
origin (Raj & Silverman 2002). Fear of racism and discrimination also hinder 
migrant women from seeking help (Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Rees & Pease 
2006; Vaughan et al. 2015). 
It is also worth mentioning that some patriarchal aspects of any culture may 
contribute to domestic violence (Ely 2004). Therefore, those patriarchal aspects of 
immigrant culture can be manipulated to impose cultural obligations and prevent 
women from taking further action and going beyond its rigid and inflexible rules 
(Ely 2004; Raj & Silverman 2002). However, while those elements of migrant 
culture are deliberately used to oppress women, it is necessary to note that those 
cultural and social norms have some potential to support women or response to 
domestic violence. Besides, culture is not static, and it might change over time, so 
may be open to change accordingly (Erez, Adelman & Gregory 2009). 
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2.9.4 Barriers related to immigration 
A number of studies have found that migrant women are less likely than non-
migrants to seek help for abuse, whether informal (e.g. social support) or formal 
(e.g. medical and legal services) (Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Raj & Silverman 
2002; Vaughan et al. 2015). According to Amanor-Boadu et al (2012), there were 
significant differences between immigrant and non-immigrant women in their 
barriers to leaving an abusive relationship. On average, compared to non-
immigrants, immigrant women had a greater commitment to their relationship. 
Commitment to the family and family support and fear of isolation are important 
factors preventing all women from speaking about the abusive relationship 
(Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Rees & Pease 2006; Vaughan et al. 2015). Among 
migrant groups, women’s informal support systems frequently discourage women 
from leaving abusive partners or telling others. In addition, fear of retaliation by 
the partner and his family (often the only family they have in the new country) 
exacerbates their deep fear of losing the support of their migrant community 
(often the only community they know). Thus, migrant women often do not even 
consider leaving to be an option (Department of Social Services 2016b; Vaughan 
et al. 2015). 
Immigrant women may face continuous attempts to isolate them from social life 
and from available resources and services in the host country. Their isolation may 
result in low self-esteem and lack of confidence to speak up about their problems 
(Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Zakar et al. 2012). Low self-esteem and fear are 
among the major barriers for women in disclosing information related to domestic 
violence to others: fear of being judged, of not being believed and fear of their 




of repercussions and retribution from an abuser, and concerns about the 
consequences of using legal systems cause women to stay with their abusive 
partner (Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Vaughan et al. 2015). 
Being isolated as well as losing family support after migration may reduce the 
likelihood of women seeking help (Ahmad et al. 2009; Gennari, Giuliani & 
Accordini 2017; Jordan & Bhandari 2016; Rai & Choi 2018; Sokoloff 2008; 
Zakar et al. 2012). Isolation, loneliness and inadequate knowledge about the 
dominant society and less awareness of advocacy services are obstacles to seeking 
help (Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Department of Social Services 2016b; 
Ghafournia 2011; Rees & Pease 2006). Furthermore, women’s dependence on the 
husband brings more emotional and financial dependency and so more hesitation 
in seeking assistance (Finfgeld-Connett & Johnson 2013; Holtmann 2016). 
Economic dependency, unemployment and lack of financial resources often lead 
women to stay in an abusive relationship (Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Bucci 2012; 
Kyriakakis, Panchanadeswaran & Edmond 2015; Shalabi, Mitchell & Andersson 
2015; Vaughan et al. 2015). Migrant women often do not have occupational skills 
or gainful employment, because their primary role is being a wife and mother. 
The husband is the breadwinner who typically conducts all communication with 
the outside world. Therefore, migrant women commonly rely on their husbands, 
regardless of how abusive they are, as their sole means of support (Ghafournia 
2011). Furthermore, financially dependent women are unlikely to have the 
financial resources to access the legal system without access to legal aid, and may 
fear financial destitution after divorce (Afifi et al. 2011; Ammar et al. 2013; 
Andersson et al. 2010; Bahrami et al. 2016; Chowbey 2016; Gharaibeh & Oweis 
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2009; Spencer et al. 2014). 
Language proficiency is another important attribute that immigrant women need 
for seeking help; inadequate language skills and limited education can exacerbate 
their isolation, and prevent them from leaving an abusive partner and seeking help 
(Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Bucci 2012; Ghafournia 2011; Kyriakakis, 
Panchanadeswaran & Edmond 2015; Pearce & Sokoloff 2013; Rees & Pease 
2006; Vaughan et al. 2015). Language can be employed as a mechanism of power 
to prevent women from talking about violence (Towns & Adams 2015). The 
limited availability of culturally sensitive translators and interpreters in support 
agencies can prevent women from non-English backgrounds from seeking help 
and leaving an abusive relationship (Ghafournia 2011). Additionally, domestic 
violence services may not be able to provide services which are culturally 
appropriate (Department of Social Services 2016b; Ghafournia & Easteal 2018; 
Raj & Silverman 2002). 
An uncertain visa status and lack of access to information about their rights can be 
used by perpetrators to threaten and control women and their children (Vaughan et 
al. 2015). Immigrant women distrust policing and legal systems, and fear that 
involving police, lawyers and child protection services could jeopardise their 
immigration status. Their only source of information is their partners or husbands 
who sometimes mislead them (Ghafournia 2011). Fear of deportation is an 
important reason why abused migrant women stay in abusive relationships, and 
this can be a powerful weapon in the hands of perpetrators to continue their 
abusive behaviour (Ghafournia 2011). Approaching the legal system to seek help 




this system and avoid deportation (Raj & Silverman 2002). This is particularly an 
issue for those who have moved to a new country on a spouse visa. As their visa 
relates to their marital status, such women may fear its cancellation, rendering 
them more vulnerable to abuse and less likely to seek help (Chaudhuri, Morash & 
Yingling 2014; Tonsing 2016; Voolma 2018). 
How a woman perceives formal services can be pivotal in seeking help (Afifi et 
al. 2011; Cwikel, Lev-Wiesel & Al-Krenawi 2003). A study among Pakistani 
women in Germany found all bar one participant disagreed with police and 
domestic violence services intervening in an abusive situation (Zakar et al. 2012). 
The reasons for their opposition included distrust that the services and police 
understood their cultural concerns, uncertainty about their own ability to describe 
their issues and concern over the consequences of their action. 
As mentioned earlier, limited knowledge of available services and how to seek 
assistance is a barrier to leaving an abusive relationship (Ahmad et al. 2009; 
Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Department of Social Services 2016b; Raj & 
Silverman 2002; Vaughan et al. 2015). Migrant women, especially Muslim 
women, are also concerned that their culture and way of life may be criticised and 
discriminated against. As a result, Muslim immigrant women are unlikely to 
report abuse and seek help (Bucci 2012). Being a Muslim might therefore bring 
additional barriers to seeking help through the fear of judgements and accusations 
from mainstream society (Sokoloff 2008; Ting & Panchanadeswaran 2009). 
For some immigrant women, their response to violence might be affected by their 
previous experiences of seeking assistance from the police in their own country 
prior to migration. Negative experiences of seeking help in either their previous 
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country or host country prevent women from seeking help. As Bahrami et al. 
(2016) found, failed attempts to gain assistance led some women to lose hope that 
formal services could help them. 
Muslim women’s help-seeking path may start with informal assistance and private 
actions such as prayer and other religious practices (Ahmad et al. 2009). Some 
studies among abused Muslim women have reported that their religious beliefs 
and practices form a further obstacle to seeking help (Ammar et al. 2013; 
Kulwicki et al. 2010; Oyewuwo-Gassikia 2016). Oyewuwo-Gassikia (2016) stated 
that religious obligations and beliefs might even encourage immigrant Muslim 
women to stay in abusive relationships, because they might perceive they would 
be rewarded by God. Other Muslim women saw their situation as unchangeable 
due to their assumption of fixed fate and destiny that not even God could change 
(Tonsing 2016). 
Furthermore, although Muslim women are usually members of religious 
institutions and mosques which provide a sense of community for women, these 
organisations may not provide support or advocate for women to escape from an 
abusive relationship (Freilich & Guerette 2006). The role of religious leaders is 
particularly critical for many Muslim women, particularly in the absence of family 
and informal supports after immigration. Previous studies have revealed that 
many Muslim immigrants approach religious leaders for assistance with domestic 
violence. However, leaders tended not to offer substantial support to women and 
mostly advised them to stay in their abusive relationship (Cainkar & Sandra 2010; 
Ghafournia 2017; Kulwicki et al. 2010; Potter 2007; Raj & Silverman 2002). 




to stay obedient to their husband and remain silent in adversity (Allen 2013, p. 
21). It is worth mentioning that the adverse role of religious leaders is not limited 
to Islam: a study conducted by Levitt and Ware (2006) illustrated that even 
though religious leaders from three faiths, Islam, Judaism and Christianity, tended 
to condemn perpetrators of domestic violence, they perceived leaving abusive 
relationships and divorce as a last resort. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
This chapter presents a discussion of the methodological approach and a 
conceptual framework underpinning of this thesis. Section 3.1 outlines the 
epistemology of the study, and then (section 3.2) the qualitative research design 
and its components are discussed. The next section (section 3.3) reveals a 
conceptual framework including feminist and social work theories as well as a 
socio-ecological framework to explain why and how domestic violence occurs 
and how women respond to violence. The following sections (3.4 and 3.5) detail 
descriptions of informants, sampling and employed recruiting process to conduct 
this study. Section 3.6 addresses the method and process of the data analysis. 
Rigour, quality assurance, ethical considerations and safety for conducting this 
research are presented in the following sections (3.7 and 3.8). The chapter 
concludes with a short summary and discussion (section 3.9). 
3.1 Epistemology 
In a world in which all sorts of knowledge exist, it is crucial to decide which 
knowledge is trusted and meaningful. Ontology outlines how we understand 
social realities, and epistemology constitutes how we obtain knowledge about 
them (D'Cruz & Jones 2014) and what knowledge should be considered as 
legitimate and valid. Any epistemological lens also explores the nature of 
knowledge and how meaningful knowledge is generated (Braun & Clarke 2013). 
There are two major epistemological positions: positivism and constructivism. 
While positivism refers to a straightforward relationship between world and 
knowledge, and considers truth to be out there, constructivist epistemology 




This research used a social Constructivist epistemology, also known as an 
interpretive approach. According to this approach, human behaviour is not fixed, 
and the meaning of people’s behaviour is interpreted by their words (Henn, 
Weinstein & Foard 2009). So, the way in which we interpret reality reflects our 
understanding of the social world in which we live (Braun & Clarke 2013). 
Therefore, there are multiple knowledges of social realities rather than one single 
and fixed knowledge. Accordingly, how the world is understood is highly related 
to the social, cultural, ideological and political situation through which knowers 
observe and describe the world around them. As people have multiple realities 
and multiple worlds, social truth depends on people’s perspective and their 
assumptions of facts in different contexts (Fortune, Reid & Miller 2013). Hence, 
each individual can be a unique maker of meaning, which may not converge 
completely with the meaning and understanding accepted by reference groups. 
Applying interpretive epistemology for this research would help unveil women’s 
viewpoints of realities in order to achieve the emancipatory purposes of the 
present study. 
To enhance an understanding of Afghan women, I also used feminist standpoint 
epistemology, which many researchers believe enables a unique viewpoint of 
knowledge building about women (Henn, Weinstein & Foard 2009; Hesse-Biber 
& Lina Leavy 2013; Swigonski 1994). The feminist standpoint attempts to put the 
life experiences of marginalised women at the centre of research, because less 
powerful, subordinated members of society experience realities differently to 
dominant groups (Swigonski 1994). Importantly, this view gives marginalised 
women a voice, since many have been simply neglected throughout history. By 
exploring the various experiences and viewpoints of diverse women, we can 
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enhance and deepen the diversity of knowledge (Wood 1992). 
In this view, while the perspective of dominant groups is considered self-centred, 
those of subordinated groups such as women are considered to be more impartial 
in their interpretation of social realities. From this standpoint, women’s 
knowledge about their issues is more valid and reliable than men’s knowledge, 
because women in most situations do not change their reality to gain privilege in 
their society (Beckman 2014). Centring women in the research promotes 
identification of their real-life experiences and assumptions; hence, it provides the 
opportunity for social work researchers to understand the world in a less partial 
and biased way, and to transform this knowledge to empower those groups.  
Since the feminist standpoint is assumed not to be partial and distorted (Neitz 
2014), it is well-suited to the study of Afghan women’s realities. In this research, 
as women’s concrete experiences are the core value of feminist standpoint, 
Afghan women’s experiences, perspectives, and realities were explored using 
interpretive epistemology. 
3.2 Qualitative research 
Women vary by their class, ethnicity, and cultural and racial background; so 
oppression of women is a complex and multi-layered phenomenon to study 
(Hesse-Biber & Lina Leavy 2013). Feminist researchers have shown how 
traditional ways of measuring the world have ignored women’s roles and 
positions (Alston 2012). As in previous feminist and social work research 
(Buchanan & Wendt 2017; Laing, Humphreys & Cavanagh 2013; Sprague & 




violence against Afghan women in order to show properly the complexity of 
Afghan women’s lives and tell women’s stories in a more sophisticated way than 
by using a quantitative approach. 
Qualitative research explores the meanings of people’ expressions and 
descriptions and understands those words, uncovers and discovers them (Braun & 
Clarke 2013). Qualitative studies indicate that there is more than one way of 
making sense of the data, data being not impartial, subjective rather than 
objective. There is a particular emphasis on how people interpret their experiences 
and stories and how they attempt to construct their words. 
Although interpreting the meaning of words is not straightforward, qualitative 
methods enable a profound understanding of the meaning of women’s experiences 
to be revealed (Henn, Weinstein & Foard 2009). Due to their bottom-up nature 
and democratic approach (Denzin & Lincoln 2011), qualitative methods have 
been used by many scholars researching domestic violence (Laing, Humphreys & 
Cavanagh 2013).  Laing, Humphreys and Cavanagh (2013) proposed that 
qualitative methods were well-matched to exploring domestic violence and the co-
creation of meaning by researcher and informant. Qualitative methods can also be 
compatible with social work’s emancipatory tradition. 
Two important notions of qualitative research are subjectivity and reflexivity. 
Subjectivity shows how our humanness can be used in the process of doing the 
research or data analysis, which means we bring our own values, perspectives, 
and assumptions into the research. It may not be possible to separate out those 
effects easily in qualitative studies (Braun & Clarke 2013; D'Cruz & Jones 2014). 
Reflexivity is about critically reflecting on our knowledge and our role in 
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knowledge generation. Braun and Clarke (2013) made a distinction between two 
forms of reflexivity: functional and personal. Functional reflexivity is the critical 
attention paid to the influence of our research tools and process on the research, 
while personal reflexivity is concerned with how our personal attributes and 
assumptions affect the production of knowledge. 
3.3 Conceptual framework 
Researchers use theories as lenses through which to view their studies and to 
structure their works. Assumptions about social realities can be made through a 
theoretical framework which play a dominant role in data collection and data 
analysis (Willis et al. 2007). In this study, the conceptual and theoretical 
framework was based on a range of theories including feminist, critical social 
work and socio-ecological frameworks. Feminist and critical social work were 
used to explain how unequal power relations and social structures in a society lead 
to women’s oppression and domestic violence. A socio-ecological perspective 
was used to elucidate how various barriers are interrelated in hierarchical levels to 
hinder women from leaving an abusive relationships and seeking help. 
3.3.1 Feminist social work 
Women have historically been oppressed and faced discrimination in most 
societies. To analyse and understand women’s issues and oppression, we need 
theories and frameworks that take account of their experiences and perspectives. 
Central to feminist theories is that the oppression and inferior status of women are 
due to societal inequality and unequal access to power in the patriarchal structures 




Macfarlane 2011; Payne 2014; Thompson 2016; Turner & Maschi 2015). 
Women’s identities should be understood through gender expectations and gender 
inequality resulting from stereotypes and discrimination. Feminist social work 
(Dominelli 2002; Payne 2014) focuses on women’s social positions, their needs 
and structural inequality. Women who seek liberation face various forms of social 
control and penalties to deny their rights within patriarchal structures. The 
diversity of women’s identities and realities is also central to feminist social work, 
and includes many women across various backgrounds who experience 
discrimination and subordination through unequal opportunities and 
responsibilities. 
Feminist social work theories not only explain the unequal gender relations in a 
society but also attempt to facilitate women’s empowerment (Turner & Maschi 
2015). Social, political and economic relations in a society can establish unequal 
power between women and men, which leads to women’s oppression, exclusion, 
and subordination; feminist social work therefore aims to boost the personal, 
social and political power of women who have been marginalised and devalued 
through gender expectations and unequal power relations. 
By applying a postmodern lens with a feminist perspective, women’s sense will 
be revealed from multiple, potentially contradictory, discourses. In this view, the 
multiple oppressions in a cultural context will be challenged (Allan, Briskman & 
Pease 2009). Hence, feminist analyses emphasise links between gender, power, 
and violence. 
According to feminist and postmodernist perspectives, marginalisation occurs 
among Afghan women as cultural narratives, gender inequality and different 
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oppressing ideas related to femininity reinforce each other (Hesse-Biber & Lina 
Leavy 2013). Applying this perspective in this study, violence against Afghan 
women is, like other social problems, understood as structural and external (Allan, 
Briskman & Pease 2009); hence, structural, institutional, and traditional beliefs 
should be challenged in the patriarchal system that assumes men are powerful and 
privileged and a superior group while women are powerless, inferior and 
subordinated (Morley 2014). Because Afghan women have been living in an 
oppressive patriarchal society, complex networks of power within Afghan culture 
may lead to a continuation of oppression in a new country which is not itself 
entirely equal for women. At the same time, if we assume identity to be socially 
structured, situational and discursively produced (Allan, Briskman & Pease 2009), 
it may be true that female Afghan migrants experience some changes regarding 
their perceptions of gender role, domestic violence, and help-seeking after moving 
to a new country that offers more freedom to women. 
3.3.2 Critical social work theory 
Critical social work (Fook 2012) is concerned with how social realities are 
constructed both externally and internally. In critical social work theory, the 
dominance is considered structural and personally experienced, imposed through 
external exploitation and internal self-discipline. The critical lens provides an 
analysis through which domination, privilege, exploitation and power can be 
challenged and interpreted critically (Morley 2016; Mullaly 2010). 
Critical social work seeks the realisation of a society without domination, 
exploitation or oppression. The primary concern of critical theory is power 




critical social work, multiple layers of oppression are equally important, including 
matters of race, class, gender, ideology, education and religion, as these interact to 
produce power relations in a society (Allan, Briskman & Pease 2009). Both the 
oppressor and the oppressed internalise structures of oppression. The identity of 
the oppressed group will be stereotyped as inferior, and they have no control over 
shaping their identity (Mullaly 2010). Hence, a critical social work approach 
seeks emancipation and ultimately equity and equality for marginalised and 
oppressed people (Pease et al. 2016) by pursuing the breakdown of structural 
oppression to emancipate many people through social change, of which women 
are one important group. Accordingly, its purpose is to enhance social justice in 
society and change power relations and assumptions (Pease et al 2016). 
From a critical social work perspective, Afghan social structures that enforce 
inequalities may result in women internalising their oppression, and therefore 
assuming that abusive actions are the consequences of their own behaviour. 
Liberation from abuse and oppression may not occur easily or straightforwardly. 
At the same time, Afghan men may assume they have a monopoly on having 
more, and that it is their right to be in a dominant position over subordinate groups 
(women) who are incompetent (Mullaly 2010). 
Critically examining and exploring the unequal relationship of power between 
Afghan women and men through which domestic violence occurs can determine 
how to emancipate women from oppression. While I wanted to examine 
oppression on the personal level and in family relationships, the study may be 
incomplete without considering cultural or structural levels of oppression, because 
personal values, behaviours, and attitudes are embedded in the wider context. 
 74 
3.3.3 Anti-oppressive practice 
One of the key components of critical social work is anti-oppressive practice, in 
which power relations are understood as oppressing some groups of people in 
society (Mullaly 2010). Personal and cultural bases of oppression must be 
combined with a structural analysis of oppression, as oppression stems from 
unequal power through social divisions. Not only do anti-oppressive theorists 
explore multiple sources of structural oppression, but they are also concerned with 
the interaction between structural, personal, psychological, and cultural sources of 
oppression (Healy 2014), from personal attitudes to cultural values that have been 
internalised via socialisation and in relation to the structure of society such as 
patriarchy . 
Oppression is assumed to be a dynamic, continuous and mutually reinforced 
social process (Mullaly 2010). Oppressive factors for Afghan women are not 
parallel: they overlap, complicate and strengthen each other. Mullaly (2010) 
remarked that long-lasting gender inequality made gender equality not only 
unattainable and unachievable but also undesirable to oppressed groups.  
Since women experience oppression in different ways, it may not be possible to 
explain their experiences in a single model. Therefore, according to the 
intersection of oppressive factors, Afghan women are vulnerable to abuse because 
they are in a subordinate position in their society and have less power in the 
family, which means they face multiple sources of oppression in their new 





The term intersectionality was coined by Crenshaw (1989) and proposes that 
women’s multiple identities intersect to frame a unique identity. Intersectionality 
can be discussed in socially constructed categories of gender, race, social class, 
sexual orientation, ethnicity, nationality, religion, age and ability, which interact 
with each other to produce dominant and subordinate relationships (Crenshaw 
1989; Sokoloff 2008; Sokoloff & Dupont 2005; Taket & Crisp 2018). 
Accordingly, domestic violence against women may stem from the interaction 
between identities presented at various levels. 
An intersectional model of oppression illustrates that women have multiple 
identities and may therefore be oppressed in several ways. Different forms of 
oppression intersect at innumerable points in everyday life and are mutually 
reinforcing, creating a total and continuous system of oppression, whose 
components cannot be addressed in isolation. The result is that some special 
groups of people such as women and ethnic minorities may have more than one 
marginalised status (Mullaly 2010; Wahab, Anderson-Nathe & Gringeri 2014). 
Taking account of intersectionality will enable an exploration of the complexity of 
factors in the life of migrant women who experience oppression. A new country 
often multiplies the impact of intersecting factors such gender, class, ethnicity, 
religion, race, and immigration systems, each of which alone can be oppressive 
(Ghafournia 2014; Sokoloff 2008). These factors are more complicated through 
cultural and religious differences in the structure of power and inequality, and this 
complexity needs to be recognised when seeking to understand violence against 
immigrant women, particularly Muslims (Sokoloff 2008). 
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While many suppose that women are victims of cultures in which violence against 
women is inherently embedded, too great a focus on culture may lead one to 
ignore other subcultures, including generation, geographic concentration, 
nationality and immigration influences (Sokoloff 2008). Sokoloff (2008) noted 
that domestic violence should be recognised as a socially structured issue of 
unequal power relations, alongside many other concerns associated with 
migration. 
3.3.5 Socio-ecological framework 
Using an ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner 1979) enables understanding of 
human behaviour in interrelated hierarchical systems (Goodson & Hayes 2018). 
People’s behaviours are shaped at various levels including individual, 
neighbourhood, state and national levels. Applying a socio-ecological perspective 
to women’s experiences of domestic violence, their responses and help-seeking 
behaviour helps us develop an understanding of the barriers they face at different 
levels. A person’s attributes and disposition, as well as their family, community 
and social system, can play a role in decision-making in an abusive situation. 
Personal attitudes such as one’s understanding of gender roles, one’s skills and 
opportunities for autonomy through education and employment, and one’s access 
to resources and ability to use them will affect women’s help-seeking actions. 
Furthermore, domestic violence occurs in a family, community and patriarchal 
society that impose severe male domination, resulting in a greater system of 
gender inequality and female submissiveness. Hence, barriers can be discussed at 
various levels, and they are not separate but rather form a complex pattern (Taket 




characteristics that operate through the hierarchical levels of the social-ecological 
spectrum. Figure1 shows how the socio-ecological model and intersectional 
characteristics are interrelated. 
Figure 1: Socio-ecological model and intersectional characteristics (Taket & Crisp 2018, p 7) 
Hence, intersectional analysis is needed to understand how a group of women, 
such as Afghan immigrants in the present study, experience and respond to 
domestic violence through intersectional features at various levels including the 
individual, interpersonal, community, societal and global. Furthermore, the 
complexity of domestic violence and confronting of the issue might be multiplied 
for Afghan women in Australia through the intersections of gender, race, 
ethnicity, class, immigration status and religion in relation to their family, 
community, Australian society and their country of origin (Ghafournia & Easteal 
2018; Sokoloff 2008). Apart from the interrelated factors that make domestic 
violence experiences unique for Afghan women, they face a new legal system 
with different policy and practice approaches to supporting women experiencing 
domestic violence. Combining these theoretical approaches provided a 
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holistic view of women live experiences through the critical lens to gender 
inequality alongside women’s different identities in hierarchical levels. The 
framework helped the researcher to make sense of the findings, determine and 
proceed relationship between interrelated factors.   
3.4 Informants: sampling and recruiting 
3.4.1 Research setting 
The study population was Afghan women who migrated to Australia. According 
to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2018), the number of Australian 
residents born in Afghanistan was an estimated 45,610 persons, comprising 
25,930 males and 19,680 females. Despite a long history of Afghan people living 
in Australia (Department of Social Services 2016a) , there has been no detailed 
investigation about the use of services by Afghan migrants. In particular, Afghan 
women’s experiences of domestic violence in Australia have not been studied. 
3.4.2 Sampling and sample size 
The main aim in sampling is to recruit people who can provide relevant 
information about a phenomenon (Minichiello & Kottler 2010). Population 
sampling strategies consist of two basic types: probability and non-probability 
(Merriam & Tisdell 2016; Minichiello & Kottler 2010). While in probability 
sampling, every unit has the same possibility of being selected, non-probability 
sampling entails choosing data cases and aims to generate a rich and in-depth 
understanding of information (Braun & Clarke 2013). 




information about a phenomenon, rather than those who represent the general 
population (Minichiello, Aroni & Hays 2008). It used two forms of non-
probability sampling known as purposive sampling and snowballing. Purposive 
sampling is commonly used in qualitative research when crucial and in-depth 
information is sought from informants with particular criteria (Liamputtong 
2013). In this study, the primary criteria were being an Afghan woman who has 
lived in Australia for six months to 10 years. A study shows that migrants from 
non-English-speaking backgrounds face difficulties in making connections with 
Australian society (Yates 2011), and may take up to 10 years to integrate into 
mainstream society. Hence, this timeframe was chosen to show women barriers to 
access to domestic violence services in Australia while they settling in the new 
country.  
 A snowballing strategy (Braun & Clarke 2013; Shaw & Holland 2014) was 
employed to reach other potential informants, using word of mouth. At the end of 
each interview, participants were invited to refer or give flyers to other potential 
informants. 
Decisions about sample size are highly related to the topic of study; a broader 
topic may require more informants than a narrower one. Accessibility of 
informants and sensitivity of topic are other factors affecting decisions about 
sample size (Braun & Clarke 2013). The size of the sample required in qualitative 
research depends on appropriateness and adequacy of data gathered from the 
interviews. When depth and breadth of information are reached, samples are 
considered, and saturation occurs (Morse 2015; O’Reilly & Parker 2012). A total 
of 21 informants were recruited for this study and, in respect of the data being 
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collected. At that point, richness of data became evident for the researcher, and 
saturation was achieved.  
3.4.3 Advertisements to recruit informants 
The research was advertised through flyers that were prepared in English and 
Farsi (Persian) and a video recording. For safety reasons, the study was presented 
in public as having the general theme of health. No mention of domestic violence 
was included in the flyer, as can be seen in the English language version of the 
flyer in Appendix A. Flyers were distributed in various places and online social 
media platforms including: 
1. Refugee and migrant organisations and domestic violence service 
providers. An email was sent to organisations with the research flyer. For 
those organisations that volunteered to contribute to the research, hard 
copies of the flyers and plain language statement were sent. 
2. Local community events and public places. I made a connection with 
local groups, attended various women’s workshops and events to 
describe the research and advertise the research flyer to the Afghan 
women. 
3. Online social media. A copy of the recruitment flyer was posted on 
Afghan community Facebook pages. 
4. Informants were asked to share flyers with other Afghan women who 




3.4.4 Process of recruiting informants 
Plain language statements and informed consent are required for informants to 
fully understand every part of the research. By ensuring informed consent, 
informants will be aware of the precise nature and purpose of the research 
(Hardwick & Worsley 2010). 
Two plain language statements were prepared: one to distribute through domestic 
violence service organisations and the other to the general population. The first 
version contained an additional section about domestic violence and whether 
participants would be happy to disclose their relevant experiences. Both plain 
language statements were organised in different sections comprising study 
information, purposes, and process so that informants fully understood the goals, 
risks, and benefits of the study. The statements were prepared in English and 
Farsi. The English language statement is found in Appendix B.  
A video was made in Farsi with English and Farsi captions and posted on 
DeakinAir (Deakin University’s video portal) at 
https://video.deakin.edu.au/media/t/0_2wr2del5. By watching the recruiting 
video, potential informants could get information about the purposes and process 
of the research and an opportunity to know the researcher. The link was sent to 
potential informants. For those organisations that agreed to contribute to the 
research, copies of the plain language statement were also available at reception 
desks for potential informants. 
In most research, written consent formalises the relationship between researcher 
and researched (Miller et al. 2012). However, individuals who identify themselves 
as socially excluded or belonging to a marginalised group may not tend to consent 
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in writing to participate in a study formally. This includes people who are 
illiterate. Moreover, in studying less visible aspects of people’s lives such as 
domestic violence, written consent may be challenging. For some ethnic groups 
and refugees, the requirement for written consent can be undesirable and 
intimidating (Liamputtong 2013).  
Therefore, in this study consent could be given either orally or in writing. Those 
who underwent face-to-face interviews filled the consent form physically, while 
for phone and email interviews, informants were sent the consent form by email. 
For those who chose to consent verbally, an audio recording was made at the 
beginning of the interview of the participant stating “I agree to participate in this 
study” in their preferred language (English or Farsi). 
3.5 Data collection 
There are different forms of qualitative research, of which the interview is the 
most commonly used (Minichiello, Aroni & Hays 2008). Interviews explore 
social realities, making them a good way to obtain people’s perceptions, 
perspectives, and interpretations. 
The approach which I took used focused or semi-structured interviews conducted 
in the informants’ preferred language, English or Farsi, giving them the 
opportunity to tell their story in their language (Liamputtong 2013). Those who 
volunteered to participate had the choice of contributing face-to-face or by 
telephone. The interview guides covered the research questions to be used, 
although not necessarily a specific order or set of words. A copy of the interview 




the topic guide, the number of questions asked and the order in which these were 
asked took into account how information was provided by the informant and the 
participant’s situation (Fortune, Reid & Miller 2013). 
While the style of the interviews was informal and conversational, they were at 
the same time purposive and to some extent controlled. As Minichiello, Aroni and 
Hays (2008) commented, an in-depth interview is not simply a process of 
responding and recording; so, I fully engaged in the dialogue by answering, 
attending, reflecting, and commenting sensitively. As a researcher, I tried to be 
neutral and non-judgemental during the interviews and give the opportunity for 
informants to express their knowledge, perceptions, and feelings (Minichiello, 
Aroni & Hays 2008). All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. 
3.5.1 Face-to-face interviews 
Face to face interviews enable researchers to monitor the non-verbal reactions of 
informants and adjust the questions if necessary. Regardless of my gender as an 
interviewer, I was aware of the challenges that might hinder the interview process 
(Fortune, Reid & Miller 2013). Not many Afghan women have had the 
opportunity to talk about their perspectives and experience before. So, I was 
aware that communication with them might need the building of rapport and 
relevant skills. 
Those who volunteered to participate face to face were contacted to set up an 
interview time and place. Before any interview began, I asked the informant 
whether she needed further descriptions and clarification. Before recording, I also 
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told the interviewee she could stop the recording at any time. At the end of each 
interview, I told the informant that they should keep the research materials in a 
safe place if they wished to retain the information. Eleven interviews were 
conducted face to face. 
3.5.2 Telephone interviews 
In-depth telephone interviews have increasingly been used for qualitative studies 
and researchers have developed it as a viable option (Drabble et al. 2016). 
Advantages of this approach include access to geographically dispersed people, 
the interviewer’s safety, and flexibility in scheduling, anonymity, and privacy. 
Telephone interviews also are useful in researching with informants that are either 
reluctant to participate or difficult to reach in person (Lechuga 2012), including 
women who do not have the opportunity to go out of the home unaccompanied by 
a male member of their family. They also have the opportunity not to be identified 
by the interviewer. 
The first contact was always initiated by the participant. Detail about the research, 
the safety of the contact number and their preferred timing were discussed and the 
interview was arranged. At the beginning of the interview, I would inform each 
participant when recording started. They could request that the recording be 
stopped at any time. Seven telephone interviewees participated, all of whom lived 
outside Melbourne. 
3.5.3 Email interviews 
Some informants prefer to participate in research by email because they can reply 




responses (Braun & Clarke 2013). While the initial plan of this research was to 
conduct interviews face-to-face or by telephone, three informants volunteered to 
do the interviews by email. An ethics amendment was therefore submitted and 
ethics approval obtained for email interviews. The plain language statement, 
consent form, interview questions, and the guide for email interviews were sent to 
an email address that had been provided by the informant. Also, the informant 
was advised to keep the research materials in a safe place if they wished to retain 
the information. 
3.5.4 Research informants 
The informants were recruited for the study between June and December 2017. 
Although many domestic violence organisations and refugee and Afghan 
community groups were contacted to contribute to the research, most were unable 
or unwilling to contribute due to their concerns about researching the subject of 
domestic violence among Afghan women. Some agencies agreed to distribute the 
research flyers, but no participants were recruited as a result of these efforts. The 
women who volunteered to participate in this research learnt of it from flyers in 
public places (two) and at Deakin University campuses (two); online social media 
(12); and by word of mouth (five).  
Table 1 reveals informants’ demographic information. The youngest informant 
was 19 years old and the oldest 42; most were aged in the 25–34 range. Most 
informants had been in Australia for 6–10 years.  
Table 1: Demographic characteristics of informants 





35 and over 2 
Mean age 27.3  
Years in Australia 











No religion 3 
Education 
Elementary education 2 
Secondary education 5 
Bachelor’s qualification 10 
Postgraduate qualification 4 
Interview mode  
Face to face 11 
Telephone 7 
Email 3 







Three informants identified themselves as non-religious compared to 18 
informants who described themselves as Muslim. Most had attended higher 
education, having enrolled and/or completed an undergraduate and some a 




spoke about their experiences. Fifteen informants chose to interview in Farsi 
compared to six informants who chose English. Interviews conducted in Farsi 
were translated into English by the researcher for whom Farsi is the first language.     
Interviews lasted from 30 to 75 minutes, with the average length 50 minutes. 
During two telephone interviews, informants requested recording stop for a short 
period and that I take notes instead, which I did for that part of the interview; they 
then agreed to resume recording. All informants were given pseudonyms.  
3.6 Data analysis 
Data analysis involves processing information systematically to make sense of the 
data. The three stages of data analysis for qualitative research consist of coding 
the data and discovering themes, defining those themes, and reporting the 
findings. One common method of data analysis is thematic analysis, which 
focuses on identifying themes from transcribed information (Minichiello, Aroni & 
Hays 2008). This is a flexible method which can be used with both inductive and 
deductive or theory-driven data analysis approaches (Braun & Clarke 2013; 
D'Cruz & Jones 2014; Smith et al. 2012). In the bottom-up inductive approach, 
data may be seen, generalised, mapped, and theorised, while the deductive 
approach is top-down, with details monitored to acknowledge the theories. In this 
study, inductive thematic analysis was used to exploring a range of complexity of 
details. The following sequence shows the process of data analysis undertaken, 
according to Hardwick and Worsley (2010): 
1. Finding details: interviews were transcribed verbatim and read line-by-line 
several times to find and check details. 
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2. Finding the relevant phrases: phrases and words were highlighted, and a 
code word assigned to depict the data segment. A list of open codes 
emerged, and then similar codes were categorised into meaningful and 
interconnected pieces. The coding was done in English for both English 
and Farsi interview transcripts, in order to code consistently. 
3. Finding themes: similar concepts and codes were grouped to generate 
themes. Themes were revised and reorganised several times to illustrate 
main themes wisely and honestly. 
4. Final categories of themes: the overarching themes were categorised and 
represented in four chapters of findings in this thesis. The quotes from 
Farsi interviews have been translated and those from English interviews 
have been referred to as “(Interview in English)”.  
Adequate time was allocated to obtain information regarding different aspects and 
themes. Looking for data that support alternative explanations or that contradict 
findings (negative case analysis) will make the researcher confident of themes and 
categories (Merriam & Tisdell 2016). As D'Cruz and Jones (2014) have noted, 
data generation and analysis are interrelated processes in qualitative studies. 
Hence, data were analysed alongside data collection to enhance the quality of data 
analysis and ensure a better understanding of what informants were saying during 
the interviews. At the end of data collection, all transcripts were read again, and 
the themes revised in relation to research questions (Braun & Clarke 2013). 
Overarching themes were developed which incorporated contradictory or 
opposing perspectives provided by informants. The whole gamut of responses was 




The qualitative analysis software package Nvivo (version 11) was used for 
analysing the data. Using this software helps researchers to conduct data analysis 
more systematically and efficiently and speeds the analysis compared to the 
traditional way of pencil and paper (Fortune, Reid & Miller 2013). It also helps 
researchers to recognise significant data, connect them, revise and reorganise the 
data. The software facilitates the shift from analysing individual cases to 
analysing the whole data. However, as Minichiello, Aroni and Hays (2008) 
discuss, while computer programs can facilitate and extend the interpretive phase, 
they do not contextualise the data to recognise the related and significant parts. 
Hence, in the present study, the software was used for reorganising the data, 
finding themes, merging themes and categorise them during the interpretative 
stage. 
3.7 Rigour and quality assurance 
Valid qualitative research requires the researcher to stay close to the empirical 
world because by engaging with the data, validity and reliability will be examined 
to reach the best conclusion with fewest errors (Minichiello, Aroni & Hays 2008). 
Guba and Lincoln (1982) presented alternative ways to ensure trustworthiness in 
qualitative research, setting out four criteria to achieve trustworthiness: 
credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. 
Credibility refers to the truth of the data and whether the data represent the 
phenomena appropriately (D'Cruz & Jones 2014; Guba & Lincoln 1982). If 
people with the same experiences recognise those descriptions immediately, the 
research will be regarded as credible (Cope 2014). Dependability is about the 
stability of the data, in the same circumstances and places, and is an alternative to 
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reliability in quantitative studies (Cope 2014; D'Cruz & Jones 2014; Guba & 
Lincoln 1982). That is, if the study findings were replicated in similar conditions 
for similar informants, the study would be considered dependable. Confirmability 
refers to the neutrality of the data, through which the data represent the 
informants’ perspective without the researcher’s biases (Cope 2014; Houghton, 
Casey & Shaw 2013). Transferability indicates ways in which the findings can be 
applied to other people and other settings: the reader can assess and decide 
whether the findings are capable of being fit or transferable (Cope 2014; 
Houghton, Casey & Shaw 2013). 
In addition, by adhering to validity, the research would be transparent, valuable, 
reliable and accurate. Validity in qualitative research is a matter of integrity of 
research questions, aims and process (Maxwell 2013) in an ethical way (Merriam 
& Tisdell 2016). Various strategies were used in this study to promote the validity 
of the study, including adequate engagement in data collection, researcher’s 
position and reflexivity, rich and thick descriptions and regular debriefings with 
supervisors in which any personal biases which were emerging could be identified 
and the findings reworked to eliminate these (Hardwick & Worsley 2010; 
Merriam & Tisdell 2016). I have been aware of my position and knowledge in the 
process of conducting this research, and I was vigilant in assessing my 
assumptions and interests at different stages of the study. I kept a research journal 
to record my thoughts, feelings and reflections on the research process and have 




3.8 Ethical considerations 
3.8.1 Ethics procedure 
This study was undertaken according to the requirements of the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (NHMRC 2007 updated May 
2015) and the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research 
(Australian Research Council, 2007) as administered by the Deakin University 
human research ethics committee. The relevant national ethics application form 
was also completed and submitted. Ethics approval to conduct this research was 
granted by the Deakin University human research ethics committee, project 
identification 2017-062. A copy of the ethics approval is found in Appendix D. 
Ethical considerations also comprised maintaining honesty and integrity, and 
respect for informants’ choices. At all stages of the research, including literature 
review, methodology, data collection, analysis, and reporting, the researcher 
maintained honesty and integrity by seeking to report findings that accurately 
reflected what informants had disclosed during interviews. Furthermore, to 
maintain respect for informants’ choices in terms of language and interview form, 
they were assured of their choices and confidentiality. Informed consent was 
obtained before each interview either orally or in writing. Informants could 
choose whether to fill out the consent form and return by email or in person. 
Alternatively, they could consent orally at the beginning of the interview. 
Confidentiality was ensured by allowing informants to choose pseudonyms in 
order not to be identified. At all stages of data collection, transcription and data 
storage, confidentiality and security of the data and informants’ identities were 
maintained. 
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3.8.2 Safety and security 
Safety: A safety protocol was developed to set safe procedures before data 
collection. A copy of the safety protocol is found in Appendix E. The protocol 
was based on Ethical and Safety Recommendations for Research on Domestic 
Violence against Women by the World Health Organization (2001) and Deakin 
University human research ethics advisory committee recommendations. The 
safety of both informants and researcher was paramount when conducting this 
research. Regarding informant safety, the interview location needed to be safe and 
secure for both interviewee and interviewer. Appropriate venues offered to 
informants included domestic violence agencies, community organisations, 
Deakin University and public places. Informants could also reschedule (or 
relocate) the interview to a time and (public) place that were safer or more 
convenient for them. Before starting any face-to-face or telephone interview, the 
researcher noted that the participant could interrupt or stop the interview at any 
time for safety or any other reason.  
In respect of researcher safety, the principal supervisor was informed at least one 
day in advance of the place and time of any face-to-face interview occurring 
outside Deakin University premises. Before commencing any face-to-face 
interview, a message was sent to the principal supervisor, and again after the 
interview finished. 
Security: During the study, all data collected and the research diary containing 
names, addresses and telephone numbers of the informants were stored in a 
locked cabinet and/or on a password-protected computer. At the completion of the 




storage and retention. Women could choose pseudonyms for themselves and 
disguise the place they live. No record of the name of the women interviewed was 
kept, and women were informed of who had access to the tapes and for how long 
they would be kept. 
Ongoing support for the researcher: During the fieldwork, regular debriefing 
meetings between the researcher and supervisors were scheduled to discuss the 
process and any potential concerns and feelings about the situation, to reduce the 
stress of the fieldwork and prevent any negative consequences. The researcher 
could also contact the supervisors any time that she needed support and advice. 
3.9 Chapter summary 
This chapter outlined the applied methodology and procedure for conducting this 
research. The qualitative method of semi-structured in-depth interviews was used 
in the process of data collection. Twenty-one women were recruited through 
purposive and snowballing sampling. In-depth interviews were audio-recorded 
and transcribed verbatim. Thematic data analysis was used inductively. 
Meaningful phrases and segments emerged, and they were revised and categorised 
several times. The major and overarching themes are reported in the four 
subsequent chapters, Chapters 4–7. These chapters represent the research data to 
make the analysis consistent with research questions. The linking of key points 
and knowledge created by the findings of the study to existing literature are 




Chapter 4: Gender roles and being an Afghan woman 
Chapter 4 will explore the gender roles and the meaning of being an Afghan 
woman in the contexts of Afghanistan and Australia. The chapter starts with 
women’s perceptions of gender roles and the expectations of an Afghan woman in 
both contexts (section 4.1). Then family roles and relationships and their influence 
on gender roles will be argued (section 4.2). Section 4.3 presents informants’ 
expectations of marriage and the gender roles within marriage. A discussion 
follows about women’s perceptions of the hijab (section 4.4). Women’s 
experience of change in the new context of Australia is discussed (section 4.5), 
and then section 4.6 attempts to describe the complexity of gender roles after 
moving to Australia, interrelations with immigration and adjustment, and barriers 
in this process. The chapter ends with a summary of the key findings and notes the 
implications of these for understanding the data presented in subsequent chapters 
(section 4.7). 
4.1 Gender roles and expectations 
Gender roles define Afghan women’s place in the family and community and the 
expectations to be fulfilled. During the interviews, research informants were asked 
how gender defines women’s lives in both Australia and Afghanistan. 
Most informants believed that Afghan women’s roles were defined in relation to 
cultural and traditional stereotypes and expectations. The way in which gender 
roles were outlined entailed more authority and power for men over the household 
and community. The majority believed that to fulfil Afghan community 




expectations. Therefore, women were expected to take responsibility for the 
household and duties inside the home rather than possessing a position outside the 
home. Afghan women were expected to take care of the home, being mainly 
responsible for taking care of children, cooking, doing household chores and so 
on. The quotes below typify how informants understood Afghan women’ gender 
roles: 
Anita: For many Afghan women, being a housewife and taking care of 
the children are the primary roles; women should stay inside the home. 
They have many obstacles to choosing roles other than these. 
Unfortunately, many Afghan women do not have the choice to be free 
and go outside the home. 
Diana: The role of women? It is a really good question because, in the 
general Afghan community, I am not criticising our culture, but women 
are seen as the key in householding the house. So they are seen as key 
role model that should be responsible [for] raising the child, looking 
after the house, cooking, doing the dishes, washing; and anything 
beyond that could be seen as catastrophic for the men. Because they 
would be gender dynamics and gender dynamics will be reversed and 
men would see the women as a threat and she might take his position if 
she start earning or start working. But it is not the same for all families. 
In some families, women are seen as a great role model to keep going or 
to work harder or to contribute in the community herself. So, it depends 
like which family and what are the values they hold, so it is various from 
family to family. (Interview in English) 
As mentioned above, the main duties for women were inside the home, but the 
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opportunities they had outside the home varied between families. Going beyond 
traditional roles might require approval or permission from a woman’s family. 
Taking on roles which the family disapproved of not only changes the gender 
dynamic but, as Diana commented, threatened the power the family could hold 
over its female members.  
One remarked on the complexity of being an Afghan woman: 
Sona: I feel to be in my family, and any other Afghan family, is, to be 
honest, the hardest thing. The women have to do every single job at 
home and look after the kids. When they go out they should not laugh 
[out] loud; they should dress [what] their father or brother want them 
to. Mentally, we are under pressure. (Interview in English) 
Tala: The household responsibilities for Afghan women are mainly in 
the family, they should work inside their home all the time, they should 
cook, and when a man comes home from work, everything should be 
ready for him.…They [Afghan people] divide everything into feminine 
and masculine. However, we [younger Afghan women] want to have 
jobs outside the home because we have changed. 
Many women criticised those gender roles which obliged women to conform 
against their will to an ideal imposed by Afghan culture. Women’s roles also 
engendered various expectations from the family and society which women 
perceived as unfair and discriminatory. For many informants, fulfilling these 
expectations usually required considerable effort and sacrifice.  
Dana: It is expected that an Afghan woman knows everything and has 




women should be a genius in different fields to satisfy family members. 
They are expected to be a doctor, a nurse, an electrician, a driver and 
be able to do many things, and they must be a good and decent Afghan 
woman. Otherwise, she is not assumed to be a grown-up woman. 
Fati: You should be a good woman and excellent lady, dokhtar khoob 
and khanoom khoob [good girl and good woman]. In the Afghan 
community, even some educated women may try [to succeed outside the 
home], but you have to be a good woman. Because the whole society 
perceives this as a negative image [when you do not fulfil their 
expectations]. (Interview in English) 
As shown above, Afghan women are expected to satisfy the family and 
community in a variety of ways. Therefore, the traditional gender roles and 
expectations place pressure on women to stay in the frame to ensure they are loyal 
to their family and community.  
Leila: Being a woman means being inside the home, cooking, taking 
care of children; your husband does not even expect you to wear make-
up, your role is taking care of him and his family. Women do not have a 
social life in Afghanistan because their main duties are washing dishes 
and cooking. When an Afghan woman comes to Australia and lives here 
in a modern country, they usually want the freedom to go out and work 
and [have] social relationships; so their ideas will change, and they will 
be more aware of everything. 
She continued with her perspective on women’s rights: 
Leila: Any woman has her own character and should be able to have 
her own life rather than just be a woman or a mother. She should be 
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able to allocate time for herself, she should be allowed to have life and 
a goal, but I have not seen even a single man in Afghanistan act like 
this. 
Living in Afghanistan was associated with many limitations for Afghan women, 
such as on going out, studying, driving, working and other social activities. 
There were also traits and attributes that Afghan women were expected to possess 
to be regarded as a “good woman”. Good women were expected to be patient, 
kind, faithful, dedicated and blameless. They should carry out their family 
responsibilities precisely, these being associated with sacrifice and devotion. 
Accordingly, Afghan women should put their family needs above their own 
priorities. As Angela states below, Afghan women were expected to behave as a 
loyal eastern woman, not a rebellious western woman who has been influenced by 
notions of gender equality. 
Angela: To have a comprehensive picture of an Afghan woman, we 
should examine the different parts, because many things influence an 
Afghan woman’s identity, such as culture, religion, gender and so on. 
An Afghan woman is defined as an eastern woman who is assumed to be 
the second sex in the family. She cannot decide for herself autonomously 
in many ways.…Although there are different groups of [Afghans in 
Australia] and some of them are more open-minded, altogether it is 
Afghan culture [that restricts women]. Traditional gender roles lead to 
expectations that women should be silent and not pursue their dreams; 
they are meant to sacrifice many things to make their family happy. 
She further challenged Afghan women’s place and identity among Afghan 




Angela: Even though Afghan women have a birth certificate [the most 
important thing for identification as an Afghan], their identity is still not 
real or genuine. Women’s identities have been deliberately destroyed. 
Their genuine identity has been stolen under the veil of patriarchy and 
religious fanaticism. Women in Afghanistan wish to be independent, but 
husbands or fathers will not let them be independent. Those who seek 
independence will be labelled a slut or a whore. 
Angela believed that the way in which the family and society defined women's 
identity put women in a subordinate position, and women’s values were not 
recognised. Afghan women’s identity was associated with religious and traditional 
obligations to ensure that they acted according to rules that might put women in 
an inferior position. Other women also believed that attributing roles by gender 
placed women in a subordinate position. More importantly, women might 
internalise their place in society as the inferior sex by always prioritising the 
needs of their family over their own needs. Such expectations could result in 
losing their identity and being recognised and judged in respect of how well they 
performed their expected functions. 
Diana: She has not got the freedom to choose what she wants for 
herself, being herself rather than the community you know, and in the 
Afghan community, most women are just committed that they are not 
themselves; they are just daughter, they are sister, they are mothers, 
they are wives but not themselves.…Honestly, that enough women who 
are compromising for centuries, you know it is the 21st century. So, let’s 
move on…Women should be themselves, also good mother, good sister, 
good daughter, it is not if she is herself she would be a bad daughter or 
a bad housewife. (Interview in English) 
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As the above statement demonstrates, the way in which Afghan society defined 
gender roles was associated with expectations ascribed to being a mother, wife 
and daughter. Conversely, when women pursued their dreams, others in the 
community might fear this would affect their ability to fulfil their expected duties. 
This was particularly an issue for Afghan women no longer living in Afghanistan. 
As Mahsa reflected, “The Afghan community normally expects us to be the same 
as someone who is back in Afghanistan and almost follows the traditional life.” 
The meaning of being a woman could also be defined by religious stereotypes. 
For instance, Rose said that being a woman was a gift from God even though it 
came with some difficulties. However, no other informants expressed such 
sentiments, and many believed they experienced discrimination because they were 
Afghan women. 
Some noted that the Afghan community in Australia was changing due to the 
growing number of members who had been born in the country, and that women 
who were born and raised in Afghanistan had very different expectations from 
those who had been born in Australia. 
Sahar: Women grown up in a male-dominated society, they are 
attached to them still in Australia. Being an Afghan woman in Australia 
is not much different from being in Afghanistan. Mentally, women in 
here, women who live in Afghanistan, they think that men are superior 
to them. For example, if they invite guests, they invite men. Good things 
should go for men. But apart from that, a new generation who [were 
born in Australia] are studying in [Australian] high schools, and at 
universities, for them, it is different; for myself, because I am more 




Some informants associated being an Afghan woman with negative feelings about 
their gender, particularly those who had experienced domestic violence as an 
Afghan woman, because they had had limited access to assistance. Being Afghan 
and living with an Afghan family and within an Afghan community might 
exacerbate their experiences of violence, particularly if they perceived limited 
possibilities in leaving the abuse behind. For example, Sarah, who had 
experienced domestic violence: 
Sarah: For me, being an Afghan woman in the Afghan community is 
like committing a big sin. I had a tough experience because of my 
gender as a woman. We cannot express our feelings or complain 
because we are women, and it is a big shame to be an Afghan woman. 
We must tolerate many difficulties. 
Along with experiencing domestic violence, the gender contrast for Sarah was 
stark and reflected her childhood experience of being bacha posh, that is, being 
dressed and brought up as a boy until she was 7 years old. When her family 
decided to start dressing her as a girl it marked the end of a happy childhood: 
Sarah: That day, when they celebrated dressing me as a girl, it was not 
a celebration, it was my death. I did not go out until we moved to the 
new place, so now I want to tell other women not to hurt their children. 
Hating your gender is terrible. 
Furthermore, Afghan women’s gender roles were also associated with conflict, 
civil war and foreign invasions, resulting in displacement and immigration. Living 
in other countries affected some aspects of their identity, as those informants 
described who had lived in Iran before migrating to Australia and identified both 
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as Afghan and Iranian. Life in Iran had more freedom for women compared to 
Afghan women living in Afghanistan. For instance, Nasrin said she was like an 
Iranian girl, and she was not an obedient Afghan woman because she had grown 
up in Iran. Anita said, “As I grew up in Iran, so my identity is more like an Iranian 
woman instead of being like my mum who was oppressed for a long time.”  
Finally, moving to Australia further added to the complexity of women’s lives, 
particularly for younger informants. 
Yas: I am in my mid-20s; this is the generation that, we call ourselves 
Nasle Soukhteh [the Burnt Generation] because this generation has 
nothing from their home country, nor from the new place. They are not 
native to English, but they cannot live in their own country either. We 
are the Burnt Generation because we have Afghan values, and culture, 
while we’re supposed to adapt to Australian society. We are supposed to 
be genuine Australians. As an Afghan woman, I’m supposed to act 
according to Afghan culture, values and religious practice, as well as 
act inside Australian frame. 
As can be seen, coming to Australia entailed many other expectations and roles 
for Afghan women that might not be fully compatible with Afghan women’s 
stereotypes. This will be further discussed in the next sections. 
4.2 Family and Afghan women’s gender roles 
Afghan families play an important role in defining gender roles and in shaping 
women’s perceptions of womanhood. In many Afghan families, women are 
expected to adhere to cultural and traditional values in order to maintain the 




conflict between a woman and her family. Therefore, Afghan women believed 
that to go beyond female stereotypes requires collaboration between men and 
women in the family. Hence, some women who have been successful in study or 
work in Australia noted that their fathers, husbands or brothers motivated them 
and supported them. Those women perceived their male family members as 
positive role models who encouraged them to be independent and strong. For 
instance: 
Nasrin: We have been free to choose whatever we want; women have 
absolute power in our family, and they have a strong position. Our 
father respects our choices and supports us. 
Diana: My dad was one of the men who motivated me to become the 
person that I became today. So, I think I have always had been in that 
position where that I had the opportunity to be myself and express 
myself as I am. I have never put down by any man, I have put down by 
men but not from my family. (Interview in English) 
So, for Diana, the role of her father was inspiring as a “backbone” of their family. 
Likewise, Yas’s father was supportive of her decisions to study and work; she also 
described him as the best cook in their family.  
Nevertheless, some women challenged whether men’s help for Afghan women 
was always positive. They perceive the men’s support as a way of controlling 
women; without male support in the family, even highly-educated women, might 
not have permission or high self-esteem and self-confidence. 
Fati: I cannot speak for all Afghan women because it depends, from my 
understanding, it really depends on any household. How much freedom 
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is a woman given by family members and nobody can say anything? If 
the father or the husband gives you the freedom, then you are free to do 
what you want. (Interview in English) 
Fati remarked that women who had the choice to be independent only if the male 
members of the family agreed were still being controlled. Besides, for some, the 
relationship with male relatives were complicated. Roia described her relationship 
with her abusive father. 
Roia: My father and brothers were abusive; they forced me to get 
married when I was 12. I hated them, but I changed my attitudes after 
coming to Australia, I have a good relationship and get emotional 
support from them. 
Mothers also make an important contribution to the teaching of gender roles to 
their daughters. Many women criticised their mothers for the way they raised 
them and blamed them for pushing them to make many sacrifices to preserve 
family honour. Some informants remarked that they had been taught to be silent in 
the face of domestic violence because their mothers were often patient and 
accepted oppression and violence. Their mothers tended to demonstrate that to 
experience domestic violence was normal for any woman. Angela, for instance, 
believed her mother taught her to be very patient, and she therefore obliged 
herself to stay in many difficult situations because she had been taught that 
tolerance was a virtue for women. 
As the main responsibility for Afghan women is to raise the children, so Afghan 
mothers often believe it is their duty to teach their daughters to behave properly. 




to conform to expectations which could lead to conflict. Yas criticised her mother 
for giving her brothers preferential treatment over her daughters: “My mum likes 
her sons; she always puts her sons first. She likes them more than us and 
motivates them. My mum has more patriarchal beliefs than my dad.” 
4.3 Marriage and Afghan women’s role 
Marriage is a significant component of Afghan women’s lives and brings many 
expectations and duties. Rose explained briefly: “I guess it is expected for Afghan 
women to get married once they have turned 18 and set their life with their 
partner.” Afghan brides move to their groom’s house after marriage and usually 
live with the entire family-in-law; they are therefore expected to have 
responsibilities towards their in-laws as well. In doing so, it is expected that they 
will prioritise duties to their husband and his family over responsibilities outside 
the home and social responsibilities. Dana left her job and moved to Australia on 
a spouse visa to marry, and since the marriage has stayed home: 
Dana: A married woman should remain inside the home with tidy 
clothes, waiting for her husband. When a woman gets married she will 
experience many changes; for instance, my marriage was decided by my 
father, and I accepted. Before I came here [and married], I was a 
successful woman; after years of being in Australia, my ex-colleagues 
ask me how I can tolerate these changes in my life, staying home and 
doing nothing. 
Marriage is essentially an alliance between two families in Afghan culture rather 
than a statement of the love of two persons. Coming to Australia encouraged 
Afghan women’s demands to choose a husband based on love, potentially 
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confronting the family’s beliefs about the power they had to determine women’s 
marriages. Living in Australia, where there is disapproval of the idea of forced 
marriage, has helped enable some Afghan girls to be freed from forced marriages 
and make independent decisions about marriage. Although informants included 
some Afghan women who had married for love, others said the process of 
entering into a marriage in Australia was not dissimilar from in Afghanistan: 
Tara: Many Afghan families arrange marriages for Afghan girls; it 
does not make any difference if they are underage or they are in 
Australia or Afghanistan. It is a religious and traditional society: girls 
and boys cannot have relationships outside marriage, so they must 
become engaged, which is a religious and official contract. In many 
parts of Afghanistan, girls have no control over their life [their 
marriage]. 
As the statement above reveals, many Afghan youngsters are not allowed to have 
sexual relationships outside marriage, so marriage offers the opportunity for 
sexual expression or behaviour. However, some Afghan families in Australia 
oblige their daughters to marry a relative in order to obtain a visa for them to enter 
Australia. Since many Afghan families have relatives that struggle in war-torn 
areas of Afghanistan, this is considered a way to alleviate the relative’s ordeal. 
Tara: Some Afghan family arrange marriages for their daughters to 
bring their relatives, mainly their nephews, to Australia, because they 
are unemployed in Afghanistan and have many issues like insecurity. 
They put their daughters in the situation of having to accept the 
marriage and sacrifice themselves for the sake of their relatives. So, 




some of them will end in divorce. 
Imposing a marriage left many girls in profoundly stressful situations, 
particularly, if it was not a marriage they were happy about. Moreover, marrying 
relatives made separation and divorce more difficult given the potential for 
damaging family relationships and the honour of their natal family. 
While many women in arranged marriages had an unhappy marital relationship, 
there were some who were happy in their relationship. Nasrin, for instance, was 
only 15 years old when her family accepted a marriage proposal from relatives 
living outside Australia. Eventually they married and while initially she was 
unhappy in the relationship.  
Nasrin: I was 15 when my husband’s family proposed, when I had just 
arrived in Australia, and they continued to ask me until I was 18. I had 
a short trip to see my husband outside Australia. I was unhappy about 
the way they treated women, but I had no choice. I did not want to 
complete my marriage paperwork quickly because I was not sure about 
marriage…. I wanted to cancel the marriage, but if I cancelled it, 
everybody would have labelled our family and me as people who cannot 
have a successful life. 
However, by the time of the interview the marriage was no longer unsatisfactory 
for her. 
Tala was one informant who had been assertive in her disagreement with the 
marriage but could not change the decision of her family. She was forced into an 
engagement with her cousin despite her opposition: 
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Tala: I was against my marriage, but I had no choice. I opposed the 
decision, but nobody heard my voice; I was like an audience to my own 
life, I could do nothing there, I was like a statue.1 I tried to commit 
suicide, but finally, I gave up and accepted the marriage with the hope 
that after coming to Australia, I would be able to cancel it. I just wanted 
to come here and change everything for myself. I understood that 
everything was possible in Australia, so I hoped our visa would be 
granted. 
She could not change her family’s decision before coming to Australia; soon after 
arriving, she expressed her disagreement again and insisted on terminating the 
engagement. Despite her efforts, the family still has not approved her decision to 
terminate the engagement, although she was assertive in her decision to separate. 
Many Afghan women are obliged to marry when they are very young; some of the 
informants were married as young as 12 and 13. The younger they were, more at 
risk they were of forced marriage and later domestic violence. Roia said: “I was 
just 12 years old when my parents decided to arrange a marriage for me; I know it 
was my mum’s idea because she wanted to get rid of us to reduce their family 
conflicts.” Likewise, Sarah was married when she was very young in an arranged 
marriage that she described as disappointing: 
Sarah: I was unhappy with my family in my marriage process. When I 
got married, my family got money from my husband’s family for my 
dowry, but they did not spend it on that. I felt they had sold me to my 
                                                     
1 Being like a statue means having no authority over her/his own life; nobody asks for their ideas 




husband’s family, as my family in-laws blamed me for not having a 
dowry. I am still angry with their decision [to spend] that money on 
their own needs. 
As Sarah suggested, in-laws might show more respect to a woman who brings a 
larger dowry. Sarah, whose family-in-law had given dowry money, faced the 
challenge, looking down and disrespecting because her parents kept money for 
themselves.  
There are also prohibitions on marrying Afghan men from different ethnic 
backgrounds or religious groups. Only one informant was married to a man from a 
different Islamic sect, and her family disapproved of the marriage. Given that the 
other informants had all married men of the same religious, ethnic and language 
backgrounds, it is perhaps unsurprising that few were able to discuss the 
restrictions facing couples who marry outside their ethnic or religious group. 
4.4 Hijab and women’s identity 
Many Muslim women cover their hair and body in front of men outside their 
immediate family or in public places. While Afghan women had worn hijab 
according to their culture and Islamic religion, the Taliban tightened the moral 
code for women’s dress and forced women in Afghanistan to wear burqa.2 When 
the Taliban regime ended in 2001, some Afghan women continue wearing hijab 
for various reasons.  
                                                     
2 In some Islamic countries such as Iran, the government requires women to wear hijab, including 
a head scarf and a long robe. Although there is no hijab enforcement in Afghanistan since 2001, 
women continue to predominantly wear hijab.  
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Informants were not asked directly about the hijab during the interviews. 
However, many tended to talk about it as an important part of their life, 
particularly as a challenge after moving to Australia. Most described hijab as part 
of their culture and family values and as an obligation for Afghan women. 
Although hijab is mainly rooted in Islam, informants mainly discussed it in a non-
religious way. Many were critical of hijab, and of those who simply accepted it as 
a habit, a part of their dress code and part of their identity. They believed that 
some women accepted wearing hijab without questioning and considering their 
choices. 
Informants mostly regarded the wearing of hijab to be a matter of personal choice 
rather than a family or community obligation. Hence, many women believed that 
Afghan families should not attempt to dictate their views on hijab. Accordingly, 
women’s decisions about the hijab should be autonomous and respected. Fati, 
who took off her headscarf after eight years in Australia, said: ‘To be honest, 
wearing or not wearing is not the matter, you should decide. You should have 
freedom from external. You should have a conscious decision.” Likewise: 
Samaneh: I believe that the hijab should be a woman’s choice; forcing 
women to wear the hijab is an act of domestic violence. It is my choice 
to be a Muslim or not; for some, like my mum, the hijab is part of their 
life. For other women, wearing the hijab is their husband’s decision, 
and they do not think about wearing or not wearing it. 
Living in Australia, a country where most women do not wear hijab, prompted 
some Afghan women to unveil, which was not without challenges. Some faced 




family’s attitudes and permission, because hijab was considered a cultural and 
religious obligation whether they lived within or outside Afghanistan.  
Afghan women with a religious or traditional family felt more obliged to follow 
the rules of wearing hijab. They might have remarkably different ideas about hijab 
to other family members. Considering the challenges, Yas believed that women 
should not be concerned about other people’s judgements, including their 
families: 
Yas: I think the hijab is a personal choice; somebody wants to wear red 
clothes while another may pick a white dress. For instance, my sister 
before coming to Australia did not want to wear hijab; after some years 
of living in Australia, she decided to wear chador [headscarf]. That is 
her personal choice. I think if a woman cannot overcome her internal 
conflict when she is in Australian society, she will be let down by others. 
Fighting with both powers [family and wider society] makes women 
devastated and damages their self-confidence. Women may feel the 
shame and stigma of taking off the hijab, not because of their religious 
beliefs and ideas, but more about what other people will say behind 
their back. I have chosen to take off my hijab, and it is my personal 
choice. 
So for Yas, although a family might be determined to oblige a woman to wear 
hijab, her disposition and ability to make a strong, autonomous decision would be 
critical to whether or not she took off the hijab. 
For some informants, unveiling led to strong disagreements with family members. 
Some said that their mother opposed their decision to unveil while some male 
members of the family conceded that this was the reality of living in Australia. 
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Interestingly, some women felt they could take off their headscarf in public places 
except at Afghan events and among the Afghan community. Angela said her 
husband forced her to wear hijab when they are attending Afghan community 
events. 
Angela: Afghan women may have some freedom to take off their 
headscarf or wear a short skirt to go to university, but they should wear 
hijab when they go to community events because we must act like an 
Afghan woman in Afghanistan, Iran or Pakistan. For instance, I should 
behave like them in front [of the] Afghan community. Having worn the 
hijab for a long time, I have accepted the restrictions. This has led to a 
complex feeling of being hypocritical. I show different things in public, 
especially to the Afghan community, that I do not believe. 
Women might be allowed to take off the scarf when participating in the broader 
Australian community but still be expected to veil when mixing within the Afghan 
community. This reflected some Afghan men’s concerns about other people’s 
judgements inside the community rather than their personal beliefs.  
While many informants said that family members should accept an Afghan 
woman’s decision to stop wearing hijab, a few believed that women should accept 
their family’s expectations and wear hijab, even if it was not their preference. 
Mahia, for example, believed hijab should be a woman’s choice, but without the 
family’s consent for removing the headscarf, it was better to continue to wear it. 
Mahia: Many families have a problem with their children [girls] about 
hijab because they [Afghan girls] do not want to wear it, but their 
family forces them. If they do not want to wear hijab, that might bring 




families because girls are allowed to study and go to school or work in 
Australia, so hijab has become an important issue here. Sometimes the 
consequences of not wearing the hijab are profound. If a family asks me 
about the hijab I will say, accept your daughter’s decision and do not 
force her to wear hijab; it is not shame, hijab should be a personal 
choice. However, if girls ask me whether they should take off hijab 
without their family’s consent I will say, look to your family; if you do 
not have family consent to take off your hijab, it is better to act 
according to your family’s values and traditions and wear it. 
She also said that Afghan families might not let their women go out without hijab 
because they believed this would besmirch the family’s reputation; this would 
bring even more limitations for those who had a disagreement over hijab. She 
believed that girls should act according to their family’s principles to keep the 
family intact. 
Although women may wear hijab for various reasons, many Afghans, like other 
Muslims, believe that covering a women’s body and hair prevents men from 
seeing women as sexual objects. Hence, women are encouraged to wear hijab so 
as to be comfortable in public. However, some believed that men in Australia did 
not usually look at unveiled women as sexual objects, and so women should be 
allowed to take off their hijab in public. For example: 
Shy: I know a family that had an issue with their daughter for taking off 
her hijab; they had strong disagreement until her father agreed to it. I 
think that men should understand that Australian society is well-
educated [and does not look at women as sexual objects], so they don’t 
need to be worried about wearing hijab. If in Afghanistan or Iran 
 114 
women go out without hijab, other people sexually stare at them. 
Similarly, Yas said that her father agreed with her decision not to wear hijab 
because it was an accepted value in Australia and men did not look at women as 
sexual objects for not practising hijab.  
Yas: Because my father told us that men in Australia, unlike men in 
Afghanistan, do not stare at you when you do not cover your hair, so 
you are free to not wear hijab; but for my mother, it was not the case. 
Fearing disapproval led some women to conceal their unveiling from family 
members overseas.  
Sarah: After [8] years of living in Australia, still, my family do not 
know that I do not wear a hijab. I still pretend to be a hijabi woman in 
front of my family and on social media. I do not want them to be hurt 
and then hurt me by their judgement. I have a headscarf with me and I 
wear it when I want to take a photo in a public place. Many women 
would like to stop wearing hijab after they come to Australia, but their 
family or their husband force them to wear it. 
So some women would rather pretend to wear the hijab than to confront their 
family as that might trigger dispute and dissatisfaction. For others, their decision 
to stop wearing hijab resulted in strong disagreement with family members. 
Some Afghan women stopped wearing hijab in Australia because they were 
concerned about their future in a western and non-religious society. They decided 
to unveil not because their attitude towards hijab had changed but because of the 
Australian media’s highlighting of Islamic extremism. They were concerned about 




Tara: I like to take off my headscarf when I go to university or work or 
other public places, because I am not comfortable with the hijab. I feel 
lonely as I am not like others and I am different. I think that religious 
beliefs and ideas should be personal and should not be visible to others. 
Because of discrimination against Muslims [in Australia], I was 
unhappy about being labelled by wearing hijab. I wanted to live like 
other Australians, but my family would not let me stop wearing the 
hijab. They do not like giving up hijab as it is a part of their identity and 
culture and [to] stop wearing hijab is assumed damage that part of the 
genuine culture. 
As shown above, wearing hijab resulted in feelings of being discriminated against 
and perhaps ostracised by wider Australian society. Therefore, Tara was 
concerned about being identified as Muslim by her clothes. Conversely, her 
family did not acknowledge the issue and prioritised their cultural obligations 
rather than her demand. Similarly: 
Yas: My sister did not want to share photos on social media with [her 
wearing] hijab which was embarrassing for her. While as an Afghan 
woman, we are concerned about our family members and love them, we 
still cannot accept their ideas about hijab because we want to have 
relationships with wider society. 
Wearing hijab might cause some Afghan women to see themselves as outsiders 
and socially excluded from wider society in Australia. Likewise, Roia felt 
different from the broader Australian society whenever she had to wear a hijab. 
After four years of living in Australia, she has finally received permission from 
her husband to take off her headscarf. Her husband had exerted control over her 
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body by forcing her to continue wearing hijab. She still experiences a community 
obligation to continue wearing hijab: 
Roia: It is my right to choose my clothes because I want to be like other 
people in Australia, not an unusual person. However, because of 
community judgements or the way that they look at me, that puts me 
under pressure to wear the hijab again. So, when I am in the 
community, I behave like them so as not to be blamed for my behaviour 
and clothes. 
As can be seen, being identified by the hijab could lead to feeling different to 
wider Australian society, while on the other hand taking off the hijab could result 
in pressure from the family and Afghan community. Consequently, women’s 
decisions about the hijab could be complex and not autonomous. Various 
interrelated components including personal attitudes and perspectives, family and 
community obligations and Australian society’s judgement could make the 
decision unsatisfactory for some. 
4.5 Changes after coming to Australia 
Moving to Australia is accompanied by tremendous changes for many Afghan 
women. In the previous section, informants discussed transformation in wearing 
hijab after coming to Australia. Likewise, many other aspects of their lives were 
affected by settling in a new country.  
Some believed that being an Afghan woman in Australia was very different from 
being a woman in Afghanistan because women here enjoyed more freedom and 




freedom for women might affect women’s attitudes about gender roles, 
stereotypes, and their responsibilities. A new country also provided some with 
opportunities that were not possible in Afghanistan, including study or 
employment outside the home, not having an arranged marriage or, as mentioned, 
not wearing hijab.  
Furthermore, living in Australia might also encourage Afghan families to have 
more respect for women’s rights. However, some remarked that women’s 
mindsets did not necessarily change easily, as they have been taught to act in 
ways that were socially acceptable in Afghanistan but not Australia. Women’s 
rights and gender equality were new concepts for Afghan women in Australia, and 
while many were happy about the freedoms they had gained by migrating, 
nevertheless Afghan women still faced many barriers and difficulties compared to 
other women in Australia.  
Anita: I can say 90 per cent of Afghan families have changed, but still, 
10 per cent have not changed, and they act the same as [in] 
Afghanistan. For me, I have got freedom in many ways. I can stay out 
until late or stay at the university overnight. Nobody asks me why I am 
late or what I am doing during the night. I have freedom, and nobody 
interferes with my decisions. 
Likewise, although Leila had been in Australia for less than one year, she had 
already found positive aspects to living in Australia: “Women can have their real 
character and have their own goals and rights. I have always had a dream to study 
and go to university — I am confident that I can do it in Australia.”  
Coming to Australia inspired some of the Afghan women to seek employment 
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with a view to becoming more independent, something that had not been an 
option for them in Afghanistan. 
Tala: My family did not allow me to work when I was in Iran; I was 
only allowed to study. After coming to Australia, I looked for a job, and 
I work 7 days now. If I stay at home, I think about my miseries.…My 
family had told me that the Iranian work environment was not suitable 
[or safe] for [Afghan] women. In Australia, they cannot say such a 
thing. I am independent now, and nothing is more important to me. I can 
support myself, and no one can tell me what to do. 
Looking for a job and working outside the home has become a viable option for 
many Afghan women such as Tala after settling in Australia. In addition, 
informants remarked other changes: 
Somi: Afghan people’s knowledge has improved after living in 
Australia for a while; they respect women more. For me, Australian 
society made me stronger. Also, services and psychologists helped me to 
be strong. The Australian lifestyle helped me to be independent. 
Besides the improvement in their self-confidence, many Afghan women found 
that being in Australia also gave them the opportunity to continue their education, 
taking the major they wished at the university they wanted.  
Yas: If I stayed in Afghanistan, I would not have this opportunity to 
change. Unlike women in Afghanistan, I can go to different places 
freely, study and work; and on top of that I could choose my husband.  
Tara: I have experienced tremendous change since coming to Australia. 




Australia directly from Afghanistan; it was a completely new country. 
We lived in a third-world country before, and so coming to a first world 
country was a profound change. Although we had many issues and 
problems, it was an opportunity for me to study. I love studying, but I 
could not study or go to university in Afghanistan for many reasons. In 
Australia, I can go to university and continue my higher education. I 
have the chance to study the major that I want and in the way that I 
wish, so I can achieve my purpose now. I have the opportunity to work; 
I do not have barriers to work here, so as I work, I can support myself to 
be independent. I am happy that I could come. My general knowledge 
has improved; I have access to things like the Internet, smartphones and 
technology in Australia, which have improved my life substantially. 
There were many opportunities for Afghan women like Tara on coming to 
Australia in respect of study, work and social activities. At the same time, there 
were new challenges: 
Tara: There were also some negative points because the culture was 
different. I had to challenge my culture and values. Although Australia 
is a multicultural society, I was not comfortable here. I tried to change 
myself to behave like an Australian, but I felt that I lost my identity. I 
had to manage my everyday routines like shopping, banking, using 
technology and administrative jobs. We had limited knowledge; so in 
the early stages, it was difficult to know anything about modern life. 
So settling in a new country brought difficulties and dilemmas, new expectations 
and responsibilities. Afghan women might feel the need simultaneously to 
conform to the expectations of Australian society and with those of their Afghan 
family and community; the two might not be compatible. 
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For most the informants, coming to Australia resulted in a change in their 
perspective on gender roles and gender equality and they tended to have more 
autonomy and independence. They developed more self-confidence to find a job, 
continue their education, and use their skills and abilities. Many, such as Fati, 
noted the tremendous impact of the Australian educational system, in particular 
how school and university education enhanced their awareness of gender roles 
and gender equality. Apart from formal education, the websites, books and 
resources about gender equality and feminism which were available in Australia 
improved their knowledge about these issues, about which information had been 
in scarce in Afghanistan. For example, Sahar said that she had read many books 
and resources on feminism since coming to Australia and these had had a 
considerable impact on her ideas about gender equality. 
Living in Australian society, with more gender equality, also inspired many 
women to be happier. Sarah said that she had been unhappy and felt trapped but 
living in Australia had opened a new window for her to change her attitudes 
towards being a woman. She regarded her situation in Afghanistan as oppressed, 
but she could now emancipate herself. 
Sarah: When I was in Afghanistan, I did not know anything about life; I 
was happy if my husband went on trips because if he had always been 
with me, I would have been hit by him. As an Afghan woman I have 
always tried to be a good wife, but when I came to Australia, I realised 
that I had not had a life — I cannot say it was a life that any woman 
deserves.…I had a tough time because of my gender. 
Angela: Living in Australia has helped us to gain self-confidence and 




they [the Afghan community] showed us, where everything is about your 
family. Coming to Australia helped us to see other women who are 
[both] mothers and financially independent [play both roles inside and 
outside their home]. When I walk in the street and see other women who 
are happy and independent, I learn that life can be happy and beautiful; 
but we did not have the opportunity to see this in Afghanistan. 
The informants had changed in a range of ways, through different processes and at 
different paces after coming to Australia. Some of the women reported having 
changed rapidly while for others it had been a much more gradual process. Others 
suggested that some women might be passive for the first few years of living in 
Australia, but after a while they started changing. The process of change and the 
reasons behind it are described in detail in the following quote: 
Fati: After I graduated…I changed radically.…I would not follow what 
the male family members will expect.…I do not know what happened, 
but just I have given up on that lifestyle. Definitely, these changes will 
take time, the first [Afghan] generation in Australia, it is very hard to 
interact with them and educate them to intervene in their life. But 
eventually, after living in Australia they change, they would because 
sometimes they enjoy, they taste freedom, they want more. Something if 
they do it, the society give them the freedom to do it. Life without 
violence so they want more, they are seeking more. (Interview in 
English) 
Fati’s experience of change on coming to Australia was gradual at first. Education 
and being in wider society accelerated that change. Once she changed radically, 
her family did not approve of her behaviour, and there was intense conflict. 
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Likewise, change for many Afghan women might not be easy or straightforward. 
The next section will explain the barriers that make change precarious and 
difficult for many Afghan women in Australia. 
4.6 Afghan women's restrictions and barriers to change 
The process of adaptation and integration into the new environment, alongside 
traditional gender roles, could result in disagreement and conflict. The coexistence 
of two societies’ roles, responsibilities and expectations might not be without 
challenges. Most of these could be categorised as family obstacles, individual 
barriers, or cultural and social hurdles to be overcome. 
4.6.1 Family restrictions 
Despite Afghan women’s desire for change often beginning soon after arrival in 
Australia, many Afghan men tried to reinforce Afghan values in their new 
country. This made the process of change hard, particularly for the first generation 
of immigrants who might face seemingly insurmountable barriers to achieving the 
dreams offered by life in Australia. In the early stage of living in Australia, 
change might mean breaking family rules or expectations. For some women 
changing their ideas might be considered an act of betrayal against their family. 
Yas: Beliefs, characters and the way they grew up make many Afghan 
people accept the current way of life. If women act differently, their 
behaviour will not be approved by other people as they think this 
[Afghan lifestyle] is the best way. We had been taught that, as a woman, 
we should act and wear something that is appropriate for Afghan 




Australia,  we cannot get rid of that fear of that society. Women are 
worried about many things, so they would rather wear a hijab or act 
according to the community to be safe and comfortable. On the other 
hand, there are not many limitations for boys — boys usually drink 
alcohol and that is against our culture, but because they are men, they 
can do it. 
Yas remarked how many families would oppose women’s changing behaviour as 
a threat to them and their values while men had many opportunities to act in 
unconventional ways. For many women, as they sought to benefit from the 
changes and freedoms of Australia, male members of the family became more 
concerned and therefore imposed more restrictions. Tara believed that Afghan 
women generally faced limitations in Australia, families were different in 
imposing the restrictions. 
Tara: Although being a woman in Australia and in Afghanistan are 
different, altogether it depends on the family that you grew up in. Some 
Afghan women can go out for education but some of them cannot, they 
can do [only] whatever their family says. 
Consequently, changes in women’s attitudes toward gender roles or the flux of 
some rules in the family might result in violence against women and make women 
more vulnerable to violence. Fati believed that if a woman accepted the roles that 
society dictated, family and community would approve of her behaviour. 
Otherwise, she should expect strong disagreement. Tala noted that her relationship 
with her parents became complicated from the day they arrived in Australia, and 
she started to change her attitudes about her rights and gender roles. She had been 
in Australia for less than a year, but denied accepting Afghan rules in Australia. 
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Tala: My parents were unhappy about my decision to look for jobs and 
separate from the fiancé that my family had forced me to accept.3 It is 
complicated to be a woman in an Afghan family and to have freedom to 
choose or to be independent; they simply cannot be compatible. 
Tara also discussed the reasons behind the different perspectives among Afghan 
family members. 
Tara: Many Afghan fathers are workers, and Afghan mothers are 
housewives, but their children are going to university and have 
professional jobs, so parents do not understand their children’s 
concerns, issues and priorities. We face discrimination from wider 
society. For our parents, change means confronting them and accepting 
the Australian lifestyle. It might be acceptable for boys, but it is not easy 
for Afghan girls to separate from their parents before marriage. The 
best way, as far as I am concerned, is to encourage parents to 
understand girls’ situation. 
As mentioned above, many Afghan youngsters who are educated and are in 
contact with wider Australian society have different attitudes regarding gender 
role and women’s rights to those of their parents. While this might also be an 
issue for other young Australians from non-migrant backgrounds, many 
informants discussed this in relation to their Afghan descent. As Tara said, it 
might not be easy for the family to understand younger people’s priorities, and 
                                                     
3 For many Afghan families, marriage comprises signing the marriage contract in the Islamic way 
and holding a wedding party. After the signing, the couple have religious and legal permission to 
be together, but their parents do not let them to live together until their wedding party which 
may be much later. In this period, they are considered as fiancés in Afghan culture, while 




while they might be open to change for a boy, they might deny the same for 
Afghan girls.  
Mahsa discussed the differences between Afghan couples in Australia: 
Mahsa: There have been many changes for Afghan women since 
coming to Australia, but still, there are many cultural differences. 
Husbands do not care about many things related to women’s rights in 
Australia because they say they are Afghan women. So, because women 
internalise the fear, they stay with partners who are dreadful. 
Fati also mentioned some limitations that she and her sisters had faced: 
Fati: Me and my younger sister started taking a swimming class once. 
We asked for permission, but it was not positive or negative, that we 
understood that it was no.…The reason that he put many limitations on 
this was if we hang out with some and do something negative, that put 
them [the family members] in the spotlight. Although he is not a very 
harsh person, he likes to protect us. (Interview in English) 
Whereas coming to Australia brought more choices for women and improved 
their access to many opportunities, the family had always been vital in enabling or 
preventing women from making decisions in which they exercised their rights to 
make choices. Roia explained how her husband restricted her independence in 
Australia and efforts to change: 
Roia: I was not allowed to be independent. While I wanted to be myself 
and have my own life, fuel up my car, pay my bills, my husband did not 
allow me. After some years living in Australia, I did not know anything 
about living in Australia because my husband did not let me do so. I did 
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not have access to a credit card because he paid for everything. He just 
wanted me to be inside the home, and he took care of everything. 
Some women, such as Angela, believed that coming to a place with more freedom 
for women might have enhanced men’s fear of losing their power. Hence some 
men might impose stricter rules and limitations. Likewise, Yas said that Afghan 
women had more support and opportunities in Australia, so Afghan men tried to 
react with greater limitations. 
4.6.2 Individual barriers 
Conflicts with family members might not be the only concerns that women 
experienced in the process of change. Transforming might result in uncertainty 
and conflict with their own ideas and expectations. Some informants believed that 
having grown up in a male-dominated society, going outside those rules might not 
possible for them or easy, particularly if they were embarking on changes that 
conflicted with their own values. 
While for some coming to Australia resulted in new possibilities of personal and 
professional progress, those who could not access such opportunities and 
connections were less satisfied, particularly if they had been successful before 
they migrated. They lost their independence and success while being unable to be 
involved in work and other social activities in Australia. Building a new life in 
Australia was not easy particularly for those who came on a spouse visa, and had 
to adjust not only to a new country but also to being dependent on their husband.  
Dana: I think women have more freedom in Afghanistan. When I was in 




with many men, I did not think that I was different. I thought we were 
the same. After I came to Australia, I started to be a housewife and stay 
at home with tidy clothes waiting for my husband to come back from 
work. It is really difficult for a person who is well-educated, and I could 
not tolerate it. As a person who had that life, this is hard. 
Dana had had a successful life in Afghanistan, with a job that she liked. Coming 
to Australia on a spouse visa, she had no job, and her qualifications and 
employment experience were not recognised in Australia. Her command of 
English was not good enough to find a job that she wanted. She believed that her 
achievements and success in Afghanistan had been ruined in the process of getting 
married and coming to Australia.  
Likewise, Angela said when she came to Australia she became a housewife as she 
could not find work. At the same time, her husband began to impose more 
restrictions on her, which she believed was due to the influence of his friends 
within the Australian Afghan community. 
As mentioned earlier, changing women’s attitudes might be gradual, and after 
living in Australia for a period, they might realise the limitations more 
profoundly. Women who had been in Australia for a longer period believed that, 
although their situation had improved and they accessed many opportunities 
including education, there was a mismatch between their efforts and what they 
had achieved. For example, Dana, Angela and Fati, who had put tremendous 
efforts into study or work, were not satisfied with the results. They also compared 
themselves with other women in Australian society and believed they had tried 
harder than other women but were dissatisfied with their achievements. Fati said: 
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“If you want to change the role for yourself or the family members, like an 
Afghan woman you should fight ten times harder in comparison with Australian 
women.” 
All of the informants in this study were aged under 45, and many believed that 
generations who were older than themselves did not change after immigration. 
Having lived in Afghanistan’s male-dominated society for so many years, older 
women could not change their character and the way they live. They also did not 
usually have the opportunity of education either in Afghanistan or Australia. 
Being a good woman meant being obedient and accepting male domination. 
Sahar, for instance, said: “Older generations are resistant to change because they 
accept [the] gender roles and stereotypes that society dictates them.” Similarly: 
Tara: That is an older generation’s lifestyle. The main reason for this is 
their lower levels of education. Some of the women are illiterate; their 
mindset is different. They stayed home and raised their children, and 
they do not know many things. They try to raise their children the way 
that they were raised. Moving from a third world country to a modern 
society is difficult even for highly-educated women, so it must be 
extremely difficult for the older generation which is associated with low 
education. Those who do not have a connection to the broader society 
cannot accept the culture in Australia; they want to get back to the 
Afghan community. So, two important things are low education and 
language, which lead them to stay home and adhere to the culture that 




4.6.3 Cultural and social obstacles 
Some of the restrictions on Afghan women were reduced or even eliminated on 
coming to Australia. However, some of the women believed that despite many 
opportunities for Afghan women to be independent in Australia, some cultural 
limitations remained. Women who wanted to participate in wider Australian 
society and pursue their dreams still felt obliged to preserve their Afghan culture. 
Some mentioned that the two cultures were so different that it was not possible to 
be both Afghan and Australian at the same time. Furthermore, for some, Afghan 
culture was perceived to be under threat by an Australian way of life, and as a 
result, pressure was placed on women to act exactly like Afghan women in 
Afghanistan. Male members of the family not only restricted the activities of their 
wives and daughters but often encouraged other men to place restrictions on their 
female family members. Many men believed others in the Afghan community 
would blame them for not controlling their female family members.  
Fati: Some girls are okay with this; they continue living with this, this 
sort of lifestyle is acceptable socially for the Afghan Australians.…I 
guess I do not know to what extent it is a conscious or unconscious 
decision they make. For those who want to flourish like they want more, 
they are satisfied with…what they society expect them to do, then it is a 
tough lifestyle. As migrants, we have already faced many challenges in 
Australia and on the top, we are women and the bonus point is that we 
are Afghans. It is the challenges are 10 times worse.…The stress that we 
go through, the law cannot stop the family to abandon you or treating 
you very badly for something that you are doing that is not socially 
acceptable for Afghans. (Interview in English) 
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Migration to a new country might be stressful, but being an Afghan woman 
brought still further limitations and restriction. Mahsa believed that the “Afghan 
community normally expects us to be the same as someone who is living in 
Afghanistan and follow the traditional life”. Likewise, Sahar spoke about 
preserving the Afghan community’s culture of male domination in Australia: 
Sahar: They want to keep their culture; it is male-dominated culture, it 
is made by men, in favour of men and they should follow what the men 
say, so they still think they should follow the order of the men. So, they 
mostly like that, although I am in [suburb] now and it is different here, 
so in [suburb] we have a very small community, I have the contact with 
the community as young as me, because the women who are study or 
work outside their family, it was different. There are more westernised 
here. (Interview in English) 
As Sahar stated, many Afghan women grew up in a male-dominated society and 
did not consider such a structure problematic. Furthermore, having limited 
connections to wider Australian society and staying at home might result in an 
even closer relationship with other Afghan people and life in Afghanistan. 
Samaneh: For some women who stay at home and take care of their 
children, being in Australia is even harder than being in Afghanistan, 
because they had friends in Afghanistan, and they could go out with 
them, but in Australia, they do not have social connections with their 
neighbours. As they do not know many people or their husband also 
restricts them from having relationships with others, so they have to stay 
in their home. If there is an explosion or an attack in Afghanistan, they 




Being isolated and having limited social relationships led many women to have 
close contact with their community back in Afghanistan. For those without strong 
ties with Australian society, their connection with Afghanistan remained strong. 
However, the situation there, the brutal conflicts and the pressures on Afghan 
people, could enhance their anxiety. 
Finally, living in a country with greater gender equality and possibilities of 
autonomy might place pressure on women who could not easily access those 
opportunities. Some informants believed that living in Australia was possibly 
harder for that reason. 
Angela: Being an Afghan woman in Australia is like a bird trapped 
inside a cage in the sky. Although women have everything in Australia 
like freedom and women’s rights, Afghan women do not have the 
opportunity to use them. I have seen many other eastern women, but the 
situation of Afghan women is worse. Afghan women are brought to a 
modern country, but their husband does not care about women’s rights 
in Australia because they say you are an Afghan woman and if you do 
not adhere to Afghan rules and culture, you will see the consequences. I 
know many women in this situation, it is terrible. 
As Angela said, some Afghan women were not allowed to be independent by their 
partners and male family members. Afghan traditions had existed for a long time; 
women sometimes felt it was not possible to go beyond them. 
4.7 Conclusion 
Gender roles are approved characteristics and patterned behaviour which are 
presumed to be appropriate for women and men in one culture (DeBiaggi 2002). 
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In Afghan culture, these differ markedly for females and males. Perceptions of 
gender roles and stereotypes are culturally and socially constructed. Female 
gender roles in Afghan society centre around domestic duties that mainly place 
women in a subordinate position in the family and community.  
Many informants believed that women’s main responsibilities as nurturers and 
caregivers inside the home were unfair and discriminatory. When imposed by the 
community, the effect of these gender roles was to potentially reduce women’s 
agency and opportunity to go beyond family members to seek help, as will be 
discussed in subsequent chapters.  
Nevertheless, coming to a new country that offered more freedom for women led 
some Afghan women to take up new opportunities and improve their situation, as 
well as encouraging them to be more open to egalitarian ideas about their gender 
roles, stereotypes and social activities. However, new attitudes can be a challenge 
to traditional cultural norms, and the mismatch of ideas had the potential to create 
disagreement inside the family. The next chapters will show how disagreements 
lead to pressure and domestic violence against Afghan women. 
Women also faced obstacles in their own stereotypes and internal resistance to 
change. The next chapters will consider how these influence help-seeking and 
advocacy for women experiencing abuse. However, despite the limitations and 
restrictions many women improved their situation mainly through education, 
awareness, jobs, and learning new skills and the English language, which also 
enhanced their help-seeking abilities as will be discussed in the next chapters. The 
many positive changes notwithstanding, some women were deeply unhappy about 




restrictions imposed on them because they were Afghan women living in the 
Afghan community. 
It should be noted that not all women who participated in this research had 
changed in the same way or at the same speed. Furthermore, their families were 
diverse in the extent to which they accepted new values and principles. 
Hijab was one important part of women’s transformation in a new country. They 
strongly believed that wearing hijab was a personal matter, and many therefore 
demanded the autonomy to decide to unveil. That decision was not always 
accepted by family members or the community. As a result, some had to face the 
consequences of their decision. In the next chapters, we will see that informants 
interpreted being forced to wear hijab as an act of domestic violence and some 
accordingly perceived their family members as abusive. 
This chapter has shown that women’s understanding and perspective of gender 
roles were varied and many changed after coming to Australia with access to new 
knowledge and opportunities. The next chapter will consider how their 
understanding and perspective of domestic violence also changed.  
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Chapter 5: Perceptions and understanding of domestic 
violence 
Chapter 5 will explore women’s definitions, understandings and perceptions of 
domestic violence. The chapter begins with women’s definitions of domestic 
violence in their own words and the range of acts which encompass domestic 
violence (section 5.1). Then informants’ changing definitions and understandings 
since arriving in Australia will be discussed (section 5.2). Section 5.3 considers 
women’s perception of whether domestic violence is considered normal or 
acceptable in Afghan culture. Section 5.4 examines women’s education and their 
views about delivering training among the Afghan community in Australia. The 
chapter concludes with a summary of findings (section 5.5). 
5.1 Definitions of domestic violence 
When informants were asked to define domestic violence in their own words, they 
provided a range of ideas, varying in part due to their own circumstances. 
Individual factors that contributed to this range of perceptions and definitions 
included their educational levels, English language proficiency, personal 
experience of domestic violence and years of living in Australia. Nevertheless, 
several informants sought to define domestic violence in ways that were inclusive 
of the experiences of other women and not just their own or those of women in 
their families. In response to their critiques that domestic violence tends to be 
defined very narrowly in Afghan culture, they sought a broad definition, referring 
to many types of domestic violence. 




others tended to talk about different acts and types of domestic violence, to 
distinguish what constituted domestic violence. In defining the nature of domestic 
violence, they believed it constituted any inappropriate behaviour or act that hurt 
women. For instance, Rose, in her early 20s, who has lived in Australia for 3 
years, defined domestic violence in a short sentence as “abusive behaviour of a 
family member towards you”. Likewise, Samaneh, in her mid-20s and resident in 
Australia for 5 years, defined domestic violence as occurring “if a husband does 
not treat his wife properly”. Sahar, in her late 20 and with 7 years in Australia, 
contrasted her definition of domestic violence to her understanding of other 
Afghan people’s perspectives: 
Sahar: Afghan women define domestic violence as physical violence or 
physical assault that is violence; for me, violence against women can be 
verbal abuse, emotional abuse, can be controlling women, can be 
anything against women’s choice. (Interview in English) 
The majority of women recognised different forms, with most mentioning 
physical, psychological and verbal forms of abuse. Hitting and beating were the 
frequent forms of physical violence that women described. While many spoke 
about various forms of physical violence, several also remarked that other forms 
of violence should be taken seriously and that defining domestic violence as only 
physical oversimplified a wide range of abusive acts that occur against women. 
Hence there were suggestions that domestic violence needed to be defined in a 
way that encompassed the various forms of abuse experienced by women 
including emotional and psychological abuse, verbal abuse, financial abuse, 
controlling behaviours, denying access to material requirements, sexual abuse, 
social abuse including restricting women’s ability to leave the house and meet 
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others, polygamy, and forcing women to wear hijab. Those who had lived in 
Australia for a longer period tended to highlight a variety of abusive acts, which 
might reflect their participation in educational programs or Australian higher 
education. 
The language used to describe and articulate domestic violence was significant at 
some points. Some of the informants who were interviewed in Farsi nevertheless 
spoke about violent acts in English. This was particularly so during Angela and 
Yas’s interviews. Yas, in her late 20s, who has studied for a Bachelor-level degree 
in Australia and worked as a caseworker and interpreter, defined violence in 
English while being interviewed in Farsi. She stated: “Domestic violence means 
physical, verbal and sexual violence.” 
Furthermore, informants who were interviewed in English tended to define 
domestic violence in more detail compared to those who chose to do their 
interviews in Farsi. For example, Diana, in her mid-20s, who moved to Australia 
10 years before and had been educated at an Australian university, tended to 
define and describe domestic violence inclusively, to cover many forms of 
violence committed by different family members against women. 
Diana: Domestic violence is not only the husband beating his wife. It is 
more than that. Sexual violence, physical violence, emotional, 
psychological and social violence, financial abuse. Moreover, it is not 
only from the husband — it is the woman’s relatives, woman’s mother 
or anyone from the family basically.… It could be sister with brother, 
they have family violence. It could be a father with a daughter have 
family violence or could be a sister with sister, so it is not between just 




family violence is not just between husband and wife. It could be more 
than that. In some cases, domestic violence can occur if the woman is 
the victim and the mother-in-law is the abuser. (Interview in English) 
Somi, who had lived in Australia for 10 years, elaborated about domestic violence 
in detail while criticising others in the Afghan community who oversimplified 
domestic violence: 
Somi: The scope of domestic violence is broad [and] includes anything, 
even somebody taking my rights is violence, let alone beating me. If 
somebody does not like me, he should still respect me and should not 
restrict me from going out. Men should not decide for us because this is 
our life. When male members of the family say you should do this or 
should not do other things, it is violence. For example, if they say you 
should cook, it is violence, but in Afghanistan only beating, cutting and 
burning women can be considered to be violence. 
Somi accordingly demanded respect for women’s rights and choices; to do 
otherwise could constitute violence against women. Similarly, Tara, in her early 
20s and educated at an Australian university, argued that women should be 
respected and loved; otherwise, they were being subjected to violence. 
Tara: Violence is anything that hurts a woman physically or mentally. 
Physical violence is women being beaten by men, and verbal abuse is 
yelling and offensive language against women and using inappropriate 
language. Also, sometimes, stopping women from self-improvement can 
also be violence, and controlling women. Making women desperate for 
love and kindness is also violence, even worse than physical violence. 
Many informants considered domestic violence to not be limited to physical 
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violence, and they often emphasised other non-physical forms of violence. Shy, in 
her early 40s, defined domestic violence in relation to men’s behaviour to women: 
“For some, domestic violence is just beating. For me, [it] is that how men look at 
you or talk to you can be violent.” Likewise, Samaneh, in her mid-20s, who had 
the experience of working to reduce domestic violence in the Afghan community, 
attempted to define domestic violence in a comprehensive way that included all 
women’s experiences of abuse: 
Samaneh: I told my community that violence is not just beating: it can 
also be verbal or restricting you from going out. Unfortunately, in our 
community, they do not think these acts are violence. For instance, if my 
husband had forced me to wear chador [headscarf], it would have been 
a kind of domestic violence because I did not wear hijab before my 
marriage — why I should do it now? 
As can be seen, Samaneh, while criticising others for defining domestic violence 
as merely physical, considered numerous acts to be domestic violence including 
forcing women to wear hijab, a challenge that many Afghan women may face. 
Afghan women who had only recently moved to Australia defined domestic 
violence in a slightly different way to those who had lived in Australia for a 
number of years. Those who had lived longer in Australia and were involved in 
the educational system and social services described various specific acts 
compatible with Australian definitions of domestic violence, including non-
physical forms of violence. For example, Angela, in her mid-30s, who has been in 
Australia for 10 years, said: “Violence is comprehensive and can be in different 




those who had only recently arrived tended to see violence as impeding 
opportunities for a good life. Maryam, for instance, in her early 20s and living in 
Australia for only a short time, mentioned that she had not had any training or 
educational sessions in Australia: 
Maryam: For some, violence can be defined as beating a woman. 
Violence can [also] be these mental issues and yelling. Other than 
physical violence or yelling at women, for me, not being kind to a wife 
can be violence. I think being unkind can be the worst act of domestic 
violence. 
Maryam’s understanding of domestic violence was perhaps based on her own 
experience of having a kind husband. At the time of the interview, she was both 
newly married and only recently arrived in Australia. Similarly, Tala, who had 
refused to accept a marriage arranged by her family, suggested: “Violence is not 
beating or verbal abuse; it is more like forcing women to give up on their 
achieving or forcing them to do something they do not want.” 
Defining domestic violence as physical abuse alone can oversimplify a complex 
and broad scope of consequences for those who have experienced abusive acts. 
Some informants tended to note various abusive acts in relation to their own lives 
and to be more applicable to them, particularly those who had experienced 
domestic violence, and who hence provided definitions that fitted their own 
experiences and highlighted those acts and consequences they had experienced 
personally. Having experienced domestic violence, and the devastating 
consequences associated with this, led these women to be more concerned about 
actions that might be ignored by others, particularly non-physical forms of 
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violence. As some argued, to ignore these non-physical forms of domestic 
violence might result in society normalising and accepting them; hence, women 
might not get the support and assistance they needed. Leila who has been in an 
abusive relationship with a controlling husband for almost nine years described it 
thus: 
Leila: For many, domestic violence means beating a person [woman]; 
for me, control and psychological abuse and forcing women to stay 
home can be an act of violence because I had this experience. My 
husband had imprisoned me in my home. The consequences of mental 
abuse are deeper than physical violence because when somebody beats 
you, it is painful at the time but you may forget [it] later on, while 
mental abuse and its consequences and damages will remain for so 
many years. 
Leila’s experience of long-lasting psychological violence informed her view that 
definitions of domestic violence should not be limited to the physical. Due to the 
profound and damaging consequences of such abuse on her life, she insisted her 
experience, and that of others like her, be recognised as significant. Likewise, 
Sarah, in her late 20s and living in Australia for 9 years had experienced different 
kinds of domestic violence from her husband and in-laws, and defined domestic 
violence as follows: 
Sarah: Definition of domestic violence comprises women’s 
independence being taken by her husband and in-laws because [an 
Afghan] man think his wife is his property; that is because an Afghan 
woman cannot do anything without her husband’s approval. 




aspect of domestic violence that was often overlooked. Some women, such as 
Nasrin, spoke of the experiences of other family members.  
Nasrin: I think abuse starts when a man does not respect his wife or ask 
her opinion because she is a woman; or sometimes he puts himself first  
because he is a man. Afghan people believe that women’s judgement is 
worth less than a man’s idea, which can also be domestic violence. 
Hence, violence can be ignoring women’s perspective as well as yelling 
and beating being domestic violence. Also, taking a second wife is 
domestic violence. 
She specified taking a second wife because her sister was struggling with this 
issue: “My sister’s husband is going to take another wife, which is normal in 
Afghanistan.” 
5.2 Changes in definitions after settling in Australia 
Some informants remarked that their perceptions and definitions of domestic 
violence changed after settling in Australia. Connecting with the wider Australian 
society, particularly though involvement in education and training, were key 
factors in this.  
As noted, those who had lived in Australia for some time tended to provide 
definitions of domestic violence consistent with widely held understandings in 
Australia, and some described how their perspectives have developed. Tara, for 
instance, in her early 20s, who has been involved in an Australian university, 
strongly believed that her understanding of abuse had changed since settling in 
Australia. 
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Tara: When I was in Afghanistan, I thought violence was just physical 
and verbal. Also, I thought violence happened only in the less developed 
and patriarchal societies [where] women do not access their basic 
rights, and therefore they give up easily. I thought Afghan women were 
weak and cannot do anything because of their reputation and culture; 
they keep silent. When I came to Australia, I realised that coercive 
control and not respecting women’s demands could also be violence. 
Also, I know that violence can happen anywhere, anytime, even in a 
modern society like Australia. 
Tara’s perspective on the breadth of possible forms of domestic violence as well 
as the groups of women who were at risk of domestic violence had been changed 
by moving to Australia. She now saw all women irrespective of their backgrounds 
and circumstances to be at risk of violence. Fati, in her mid-20s and in Australia 
for 9 years, also said her understanding of domestic violence had changed: 
Fati: After I was educated and informed about different parts of 
violence, as I have done my Bachelor [degree] in Australia and being 
here for 9 years, so [I define] anything that disturbs the person as 
violence, and something disturb them psychologically like depression 
and stress and anxiety are considered violence. (Interview in English) 
Fati said living in Australia as well as her involvement in the Australian 
educational system had improved her knowledge and understanding of what 
should be considered as violence. Likewise, Sahar described how in her first few 
years of living in Australia she did not realise domestic violence could include 
non-physical acts. However, as she read books and accessed various sources of 




Settling in Australia, a non-Muslim majority country where most women, 
including many Afghan women, do not wear hijab, gave some women the 
opportunity to choose their dress. Others, however, encountered strong 
expectations that they continue to wear hijab; choosing not to do so could lead to 
domestic violence. Hence, in describing the varying forms of domestic violence, 
many women tended to include forcing hijab, reflecting their demand that any 
decision to wear hijab should be autonomous. As argued in the previous chapter, 
many women had had disagreements about wearing hijab and some had faced 
violence and control over their desire to wear what they wanted. Unsurprisingly, 
therefore, the majority of informants emphasised that forcing women to wear 
hijab should be recognised as domestic violence among the Afghan community in 
Australia. 
Fati: When I go to my parent’s neighbourhood, I do [wear hijab]. We 
wear scarf there, and most of the women, the youngest they are not 
happy with hijab, but the social forces them to do. Forcing to wear hijab 
is a form of violence, it is something I do not want to. (Interview in 
English) 
5.3 Accepting and normalising domestic violence 
Some informants believed that Afghan women without a sound knowledge of 
domestic violence might perceive violence as normal. The important barriers to 
acquiring knowledge in Australia, according to participants, were low command 
of English language and cultural differences. Afghan women might therefore not 
be able to improve their knowledge without their involvement and integration into 
their new society. Diana, for instance, mentioned that the lack of understanding 
 144 
about domestic violence might result in it being tolerated within the Afghan 
community: “Back home in Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan, we do not know what 
even the family violence is. It is normalised even furthermore, in those countries.” 
Yas remarked that not many people spoke openly about the subject: 
Yas: Domestic violence is the hidden problem in Afghan society 
because they do not want to put their family reputation in danger. If a 
woman experiences domestic violence, it is normal in Afghanistan, but if 
a woman speaks up about violence, that is unusual. 
While many women might be in abusive relationships they might not have the 
opportunity to express this as domestic violence, given the subject was not 
commonly discussed in public. Therefore, instead of confronting domestic 
violence, many might ignore or avoid talking about the issue in public. 
Furthermore, some informants said that non-physical forms of domestic violence 
might not be obviously considered to be serious and would therefore be perceived 
as normal.  
Diana: Because you do not see the bruise on her face, you think she is 
all right, but she is not. Domestic violence, it is happening a lot in the 
community, and sadly it has been normalised in the community. In 
Afghanistan, people do not know about domestic violence, so they 
normalise it, so for many after coming to Australia and not knowing the 
language and the culture, this definition has not been changed. 
(Interview in English) 
Limited knowledge about various forms of domestic violence might therefore lead 




other Afghan groups for normalising domestic violence mainly blamed the older 
generation; they believed that older Afghan women’s limited awareness and 
education led them to ignore domestic violence as a serious social issue. They 
believed that older women did not have a clear understanding of domestic 
violence because they were unaware of women' rights, and so accepted it as it 
was. 
Fati: It is an acceptable norm for them [Afghan older women] — they 
do not even like talking about it. Some of them, especially the older 
generation, they do not know it, so they cannot recognise it. In the first 
place, they do not know it. (Interview in English) 
Likewise, Yas believed that older women, like her mother, did not perceive 
restrictions on women to constitute violence. While some remarked that 
awareness and understanding about domestic violence had improved among the 
younger generation, older women remained unchanged.  
Anita: Young people have been changed, but older generation’s 
perspective is the same as their perspective in Afghanistan and nothing 
has been changed. 
5.4 Developing Afghan women’s awareness of domestic violence 
Many informants said that training and education would improve Afghan women's 
understanding and knowledge about domestic violence after migrating to 
Australia. Since domestic violence education and training were not commonly 
available or accessible to Afghan women before migration, several informants 
commented that Afghan women had limited knowledge and understanding.  
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Somi: Afghan women who come to Australia had not been prepared for 
living here. They need to get an education about many things related to 
domestic violence because some women accept it as a way of life.  
Not only did women have limited access to knowledge before coming to 
Australia, but some women might also not have the opportunity to attend 
education after migrating, particularly those who came to Australia on a spouse 
visa or other sponsored visa. Maryam, for instance, noted that she had not been 
involved in any educational sessions about domestic violence. 
Maryam: I have not had any education in Australia; usually, the 
husband gives information to his wife. I understand that in Australia, 
husbands cannot beat their wife or talk to her harshly. I have asked my 
husband about domestic violence in Australia, and he explained 
Australia’s law, but many women do not know it. 
As stated above, Maryam had to get information from her husband or from a 
member of her community; neither might have a sound knowledge about domestic 
violence. Nor was this Maryam’s concern alone; Mahia also remarked that she 
had not attended any education sessions about domestic violence and what is 
acceptable in the Australian community in the 10 years she had lived in Australia. 
She proposed that all Afghan migrants should participate in such sessions, 
because they were unlikely to have been made aware of this before coming to 
Australia.  
Apart from these two informants, other informants also believed that Australia 
should improve the availability of training and enhance women’s access to 




Diana: It is changing through more information sessions and more 
education and educating the community that, look, if the woman in the 
house has the same rights as you do, so she should be respected as well. 
But that kind of education would help and benefit the community long 
term, and also early childhood education is really important too. 
Because if you train your kids at an early age to respect each other so 
family violence will not occur. (Interview in English) 
It was suggested that education about domestic violence would enhance Afghan 
families’ awareness of the need to respect women as well as supporting women’s 
demands for their rights. Hence, better understanding of domestic violence might 
lead women to resist and no longer accept violence. As described by Sahar: “If an 
Afghan woman is aware of her rights, she will not allow her husband to abuse her 
further.” 
Apart from that, many informants agreed that the way in which the education was 
delivered could be remarkably important to the training’s constructiveness and 
effectiveness. Most informants recognised that providing domestic violence 
education to Afghan women and communities might not be simple or 
straightforward. Furthermore, it was widely specified that enhancing community 
awareness and attitudes would require much more than a single session but rather 
would need to be ongoing and gradual. Education should be consistent and long-
term: 
Sahar: I think, women should be taught about domestic violence in 
Australia. If they are new in Australia they may not have things in first 
few weeks, or months — in those days they have a cultural shock, and 
everything is new for them.…For their study of their life in Australia in 
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different ways, it is not effective, not just the first few months because 
those time are not effective. They do not still settle down in Australia, so 
they do not think about domestic violence, in the first few months, it will 
start later. Because you know in the first few months, the husband and 
wife are excited about everything and their life in Australia; it would 
start later. (Interview in English) 
Angela further elucidated the way that training could be delivered, suggesting 
advertising sessions under general themes instead of specifically mentioning 
domestic violence, to minimise restrictions on women to attend. 
Angela: My friend [who is a caseworker] told me that Afghan men think 
we deceive Afghan women, and they will not let women come to classes. 
I said if Afghan men do not trust us, the sessions can be advertised 
under different subjects, like Women’s Day. So, the names, flyers and 
everything should be presented under general themes, not domestic 
violence. Some community leaders also can teach the community about 
events like Ashura. Also, to encourage women to participate, we can 
give women small gifts like a notebook or lunch. 
Angela suggested that the training sessions be delivered as part of some 
community event, not held specifically for domestic violence education. She 
believed that some Afghan men might perceive this information as threatening to 
their values and culture, and so might not allow female family members to attend. 
Likewise, Samaneh said: “Education about domestic violence can be included in 
some events like Persian New Year because many women will come to the events 
so that the education can be delivered in those events.”  




educational sessions about domestic violence. Therefore Maryam suggested 
raising the issue in English classes, as it was one forum that families tended to 
allow Afghan women to attend. 
Lack of education might not be limited to domestic violence training; many 
Afghan women might not access information about women’s health more 
generally. Maryam, who came to Australia on a spouse visa, said she had not 
received any information about women’s health, and therefore had not known 
how to access a GP or women’s health specialist if she needed to. She remarked 
that many young women who came from Afghanistan were too shy to ask others 
about their private and health issues. 
From our informants’ perspective, men’s views of domestic violence education 
tended to be negative because they thought women might be encouraged to 
disobey their husbands. As a result, they distrusted such sessions, which meant 
some Afghan women might miss the opportunity to participate. Those who 
delivered the services therefore needed to be seen as reliable and trustworthy, they 
said. 
Fati: We [young women] are too westernised for them [Afghan people] 
— we try to get them changed, but they try to resist the change. Let’s 
rephrase, they presume this sort of information as a threat to their 
values. That is why…my family, they presume this as a threat to their 
values, tradition and culture, and that [is] why they do not want to 
learn, you cannot encourage them or educate or inform them. I think if 
you want to organise the events…put a few [community leaders] in the 
event visibly from someone who can relate to them, someone whom they 
do not perceive as a threat to the culture. Maybe the content is not from 
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the person, but people like us can prepare the content. (Interview in 
English) 
Those who did not conform to Afghan culture might not be trusted to raise 
awareness among the Afghan community. Therefore, Fati suggested, it would be 
good for domestic violence educators to partner with some community leaders in 
order to reach Afghan women. Angela made a similar point: 
Angela: We should do something to bring Afghan women together and 
talk to them about domestic violence. Training is better delivered by 
somebody who can speak their language. The training should not be just 
one session, to be sure that women understand the issue.…Women must 
be taught to get out of hell. 
Like many informants, Angela believed that educational sessions about domestic 
violence should be part of a broader program about Australian culture and values. 
This would enable facilitators to gradually build rapport with community 
members before taking on issues such as domestic violence. Furthermore, those 
who deliver domestic violence education should be aware of the cultural 
sensitivity of the issue among the community. To minimise community resistance, 
any materials should not contradict either Afghan community values or Australian 
culture, and explore how opposition to domestic violence need not be in conflict 
with an Afghan viewpoint.  
Programs that enhanced the engagement and contribution of community leaders 
were regarded as effective in challenging domestic violence: 
Tala: It is not easy to tell other people to change their beliefs and 




difficult for them to change. Talking about domestic violence is a 
sensitive issue for the Afghan people who came from a different place. 
In some educational sessions, they tell Afghan people to give up on their 
values and beliefs and do whatever they want.…It cannot be learned 
quickly, it should be little by little. It is really difficult to change my 
parents’ attitudes. 
As illustrated above, informants said that expecting Afghan people to change their 
perspectives and transfer their values might not be easily viable. Some informants 
said that the training should not contradict Afghan community values and 
practices. Some recommended delivering the education in Farsi, Dari or Pashtu as 
the Afghan community included many women who were not proficient in English. 
It was also suggested that Afghan languages be used to make educational 
messages more visible and widespread. 
Nasrin: In many medical centres, there are many [English] posters 
about family violence. They want to encourage abused women to speak 
up and seek help, but many Afghan women do not pay attention, because 
they cannot understand as their English is not good enough. 
Attempts to raise community awareness might not be beneficial to Afghan women 
with low English proficiency. Likewise, many informants emphasised the 
importance of offering training in the languages of the Afghan community. Such 
issues should also be incorporated into English language lessons. 
5.5 Conclusion 
The findings showed that informants had a sound knowledge and understanding 
of domestic violence. Those women who had lived in Australia for a longer period 
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demonstrated a thorough understanding of domestic violence, while others who 
had lived in Australia for only a short time also defined violence in detail.  
Informants identified many forms of violence. All identified physical violence, 
and they strongly emphasised that non-physical types of domestic violence should 
also be recognised and addressed by Afghan women and the community. 
Accordingly, they argued that the Afghan community’s attention to physical 
violence might result in normalising various non-physical domestic violence acts 
as well as ignoring the ordeals that many women went through in experiencing 
non-physical violence.  
Many Afghan women who had experienced domestic violence, particularly those 
who had been abused in non-physical ways, tended to describe and define various 
forms of domestic violence that encapsulated their own experiences. Many tended 
to highlight psychological violence, and the next chapter will show that 
informants’ experiences were predominantly of psychological and emotional 
violence, although women’s experiences of violence are diverse. Particular forms 
of domestic violence were highlighted by informants such as forcing women to 
wear hijab and restricting social activities, while not many mentioned sexual 
violence, forced marriage, or stalking and controlling online activities as acts of 
domestic violence. Nevertheless, all agreed that abuse could take a variety of 
forms and that this should be recognised and taught to the community. More 
importantly, they strongly rejected that violence against women be considered 
normal or acceptable. While, all women regarded domestic violence as 
unacceptable, findings in the next chapters will show how their responses to 




Many informants blamed some sections of their community, particularly the older 
generation, for a lack of information about domestic violence. Since women’s 
involvement with Australian society through training and education was regarded 
as an important factor in improving women’s understanding, informants believed 
that older Afghan Australians might not have had the opportunity or the 
willingness to improve their knowledge because of their limited engagement with 
wider Australian society. However, it is necessary to remember that none of the 
informants was aged over 45, and interviews with older women might not have 
confirmed this stereotype. 
Long-term and consistent education was required for the Afghan community, with 
training delivered in collaboration with community figures. Educational sessions 
should be offered by trusted and reliable bodies to encourage more community 
members to attend, and should be delivered as part of community events because 
many women would be allowed to attend those events but might not have the 
same opportunity to attend sessions specifically about domestic violence. 
Providing education in Afghan people’s native languages would also improve 
their understanding of the issues.  
The next chapter will demonstrate how limited knowledge can result in women 
being less likely to recognise abusive acts, particularly emotional and 
psychological abuse.  
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Chapter 6: Afghan women’s experiences of domestic 
violence 
This chapter will explore experiences of domestic violence among Afghan people 
in both Afghanistan and Australia. Section 6.1 details women’s experiences of 
domestic violence including physical violence, psychological or emotional 
violence, sexual violence, and being forced to wear a hijab and participate in 
religious activities. Then, informants’ perspectives of other women’s experiences 
in the family and community are reported (section 6.2) and the consequences of 
domestic violence and victim blaming explored (section 6.3). Section 6.4 
discusses the extent of domestic violence in Afghanistan, followed by Afghan 
women’s experiences in Australia. The main differences between Australia and 
Afghanistan are discussed in section 6.5, including male domination, the role of 
law and regulation, and religion. The chapter ends with a summary of the key 
findings (section 6.6). 
6.1 Informants’ experiences of domestic violence 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, the plain language statements given to potential 
informants were different for those recruited via domestic violence services, who 
had experienced domestic violence, and those recruited from other sources for 
whom personal experiences of domestic violence were unknown prior to 
interview. While some informants may not have disclosed personal experiences 
during general discussions about domestic violence in the Afghan community, 
those who did were asked if they were willing to discuss those experiences. 




violence. While a few were reluctant to reveal many details, most elaborated and 
their stories revealed a diverse range of forms of violence. Some had experienced 
multiple forms of violence, particularly those who disclosed physical violence; 
they faced other forms of abuse as well. All eight women said they had 
experienced psychological abuse and coercive behaviour from their husband or 
parents. Four informants revealed their experience of physical violence. In 
addition to being beaten and kicked by their husbands and/or their family and in-
laws, some were not permitted to leave the house. Some of these women had also 
experienced sexual abuse, or been forced to wear hijab and participate in religious 
activities. Table 2 reveals some information about the informants who were 
reported their experience of abuse. 
Table 2: Characteristics of informants with experience of domestic violence 




35 and over 1 
Mean age 29  
Years in Australia 








Elementary education 1 
Secondary education 3 
Bachelor’s qualification 2 
Postgraduate qualification 2 
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As can be seen from Table 2, women who shared their experience of domestic 
violence were diverse in age, marital status and length of time in Australia. 
Regarding marital status, two women were divorced from their abusive husbands, 
one of them in Afghanistan and the other in Australia and no longer were 
experiencing violence. Two further informants said they were separated from their 
husbands and in the process of obtaining a divorce, and still were experiencing 
violence. One participant, who had been forced to sign a marriage certificate, was 
trying to go through the separation process. One woman, who had been abused by 
her parents, remained happily married, as the perpetrators were her natal family. 
Two other informants remained in marital relationships, as one believed her 
husband had changed and the other, while still experiencing violence, hoped for 
change in the future. 
The women had various levels of education from primary school to postgraduate 
study. Their educational areas were also diverse, although these are not stated in 
the table to prevent individuals from being identified. Afghan women were at risk 
of violence regardless of the length of time living in Australia; for many who had 
been in abusive relationships in Afghanistan, the perpetrators continued to abuse 
them after coming to Australia. It should also be noted that, because many Afghan 
people continue living with other family members after marriage, Afghan women 
could be at risk of violence not only from the husband, but also from their in-laws. 
Hence, women’s experiences of domestic violence from in-laws have been 
included as have those of women subjected to violence by their parents. 
6.1.1 Physical violence 




and his family. Many were upset, angry and some burst into tears when they 
revealed their stories. Their experiences of physical violence included actual 
physical harm and use of force against their body including kicking, slapping, 
pulling their hair out, beating, and preventing them from leaving the house. As 
mentioned earlier, many women who had experienced physical violence revealed 
that they had been abused in other ways as well. 
Roia was one of the informants, whose husband physically abused her for a long 
time. She burst into tears when she was talking about her experiences. She 
described her enduring long-term abuse not only from her husband but also from 
her father: 
Roia: My father abused me physically when I was a child. My parents 
arranged a marriage for me when I was just 12. Slightly after our 
marriage, my husband started abusing me too. We were different in 
many ways, and we did not have much in common; he wanted to control 
me by abusing me. He was beating me in many situations for little or no 
reason, but I did not have any choice [to leave him]. After coming to 
Australia, I changed in many ways. I did not like Afghan women’s 
lifestyle, clothes and dresses.…My husband was against me changing, 
so it triggered his abusive behaviour. [Roia is crying.] My husband did 
not let me be myself; he was threatening that he would kill me. One 
night, he insulted my family while he was kicking and beating me; I 
started crying and shouting and asking for help from neighbours. My 
neighbours called the police; since the police intervention [Roia took 
out an intervention order], he is scared to abuse me again, and he 
cannot come close to my place anymore. 
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Roia’s story consisted of a long history of physical abuse that began before she 
came to Australia and continued after her arrival. The process of immigration and 
coming to Australia not only was not a protective factor for her but also led to 
new justifications for abusive behaviour to occur and continue. However, coming 
to Australia, although it led to disagreements in many ways and the couple’s 
situation deteriorated, made seeking help viable for Roia.  
Likewise, Sarah had been physically abused for a long time by her husband and 
her in-laws. Her husband had abused her before coming to Australia. Because her 
husband’s family sponsored her visa for coming to Australia, they also tended to 
control and oppress her after coming to Australia. She lived with them, and 
eventually, her brother-in-law started abusing her physically. 
Sarah: My brother-in-law was beating me in any situation for any 
made-up excuse, such as cooking and household chores. I told my 
husband [who was overseas] that his brother was abusing me and 
beating me, but he said I had to tolerate [it] because this was his 
personality, he was always angry. My brother-in-law was beating me 
for everything. After I sought help once, he got angry. One night he beat 
and kicked me, he cut my […] [Sarah started crying and showed marks 
on her body], then I became unconscious, and his wife helped me to go 
to the room and lock the door. He wanted to come into the room and kill 
me. He was yelling that it is his honour to kill someone that besmirches 
his reputation.…It was terrible. His family helped me by calling the 
police, and I think I was lucky to escape. 
Sarah was physically abused for a long time, despite her efforts to get support 




According to Afghan tradition, a woman should move to the husband’s house and 
live with her in-laws. This can result in an abusive situation for women such as 
Sarah as the husband and his family join to abuse women or serve as each other’s 
proxy. Sarah was one of those who sought help, and her experience in using 
Australian social services is discussed in Chapter 7. 
Leila’s story of being abused was different; The abuse occurred in Afghanistan, 
and she was granted a divorce there before coming to Australia with her parents. 
She had lived with her husband in Afghanistan for more than eight years and for 
most of that time had not been allowed to leave her house. She had been socially 
isolated from her family and friends as her relationships were severely restricted. 
Leila: My husband did not let me leave the house; he did not allow me 
to even say hello to male family members. He did not let me talk to 
salespersons. I am sure that he was not normal. If I wanted to take a 
taxi and a driver stopped in front of me, he would insult and fight with 
them. He said even God could not change his behaviour. Keeping me at 
home was far worse than beating and kicking and I am sure the 
consequences are more severe. 
Leila’s husband did not let her leave the house except on occasions when he 
accompanied her. His aggressive behaviour was described as ongoing and 
damaging for Leila. Restricting women to the house is not viewed as violence by 
some in Afghanistan, and Leila did not regard her situation as abusive in the first 
few years. 
Sahar said her husband was aggressive and socially isolated her, although she did 
not describe this as abuse but noted rather that her husband abused her in many 
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ways including physically. She had come to Australia on a spouse visa, which 
involved some limitations on studying and working, and these restrictions 
increased the risk of abuse. When she could no longer tolerate living with her 
husband’s abuse, she eventually left him. 
6.1.2 Psychological and emotional abuse 
All informants who revealed experiences of domestic violence said they had 
experienced psychological or emotional abuse, and criticised the Afghan 
community for not recognising this as a form of violence. Most informants said 
that Afghan women in Australia were more likely to face this form of violence, 
despite its lack of recognition. Many said they did not recognise it as abuse in the 
first few years and looked on it as a trivial issue that occurred in every household. 
The emotional abuse they described included being controlled, being isolated 
from others, verbal abuse, bullying and threats. 
Fati, who revealed her experience of being abused by her family, said that 
psychological violence was common among Afghans. 
Fati: When I talk to my friends and explain what was happened to me 
[by her abusive mother], they literally ask this question whether she is 
my genuinely real mum or stepmother. I tell them that she is my 
biological mother. So, she is abusive, not physical, but obviously 
psychologically which is very common and not accepted as violence 
among Afghans. They even do not recognise it as violence. They only 
recognise the violence as physical. So, I did not experience physical 





Her mother opposed her marriage and tried to persuade others to oppose it 
because of Fati’s partner’s religious sect. Accordingly, her mother started to abuse 
her emotionally and psychologically to prevent the marriage. When Fati left her 
natal family after deciding to marry without their permission, the family with the 
exception of her sisters abandoned her. 
Angela also said she had experienced psychological violence for a long time, but 
had never considered seeking help despite her knowledge of social services in 
Australia. Coming to Australia triggered conflict between her and her husband, 
she said, resulting in aggressive behaviour from her husband toward her and more 
control. Living in a new country with greater freedom for women enhanced 
Angela’s hopes of becoming more independent and socially active in the wider 
Australian community. This was a threat to her husband’s power, and he therefore 
tightened control to curb the progress of her independence.  
Similarly, Somi had experienced controlling behaviour and verbal and emotional 
abuse from her husband which eventually led her to decide to obtain a divorce. 
Somi: My husband did not hit or beat me, because he was afraid of 
Australian police and he was worried about being deported from 
Australia, but he ruined my life by controlling everything and hurting 
me mentally. In the first few years of our marital life, I thought even if 
there was violence, still, I should stay with my husband. He was 
insulting me, kicking me out from home, and when I went to my parents’ 
home, they forced me to return to my husband’s house because they 
believed that everything would be fine. 
As seen in Somi’s statement, some Afghan families did not take the notion of 
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psychological violence seriously. Somi’s family’s perception of the issue as 
insignificant and their expectation that the marital relationships remain intact 
resulted in their unsupportive behaviour and meant the abuse continued for a long 
time. 
Sahar said her husband mentally abused her by controlling and restricting her 
efforts to become more independent by studying and working outside the home. 
She said her husband did not respect her desire for autonomy and to improve her 
education in Australia. 
Sahar: I was on a spouse visa; I had some restrictions, I was not able to 
study for the first two years, then, of course, my Afghan husband wanted 
to be, he wanted to control me you know. Even regarding education, in 
a way that he was showing me that education was not that important to 
women as other things as a household. My husband was insecure and 
dominant. (Interview in English) 
For women entering Australia on a spouse visa, visa restrictions could place them 
in a vulnerable situation in which they are subject to control by their husbands. 
Sahar stayed silent for three years after her marriage and move to Australia, 
initially unaware of opportunities for work or study and then lacking confidence 
to avail herself of these new opportunities. Eventually, she decided to leave her 
husband and stay in a women’s refuge for a short period, which will be described 
in the next chapter. 
Controlling women’s social relationships was a feature of men’s control over 
Afghan women. This was more about restricting their relationships with people 




women more freedom and autonomy. This was seen by Afghan men as a threat to 
their power. As a result, some of the women were forced to have relationships 
with other Afghans while outside relationships were curtailed. Roia and Angela, 
for example, said their husbands forced them to maintain their relationships with 
the local Afghan community, and manipulated this to keep them practising those 
parts of Afghan culture that benefited men and restricted women. 
6.1.3 Sexual abuse 
Although discussing sexual abuse may not be common among Afghan people, a 
few informants disclosed their experience of sexual violence. Since many women 
might not have been comfortable with describing such experiences, it is highly 
probable that more informants had experienced sexual violence than those who 
disclosed it. Additionally, marital rape is not necessarily identified as abuse 
among Afghan people. In Chapter 5 none of the informants mentioned marital 
rape as violence; it is therefore possible they did not recognise this as a form of 
sexual abuse. Furthermore, not all women discussed their experience of sexual 
abuse as part of describing their abuse, but rather raised it in other parts of their 
interview not necessarily as an experience of sexual abuse. 
One participant said her husband had some issues with their sexual relationship 
and had been taking medication before they came to Australia. After coming to 
Australia, he ceased taking his medication and pressured her to be involved in 
more unconventional sexual relationships, which she found difficult to tolerate, 
and some of the sexual relationships were without her consent. 
It was not always the husband who perpetrated sexual abuse. A brother-in-law 
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sexually assaulted one participant while they were living in the same house: 
I had lived with my brother-in-law and his family while my husband was 
overseas. Apart from his abusive behaviour toward me, he sexually 
assaulted me by staring at me sexually and flirting with me as if he 
wanted to be involved in sexual relations. I felt insecure, and I hated his 
behaviour. 
Her husband had also infected her with sexually transmitted diseases as a result of 
him having other sexual partners while living apart: 
When I went to see my husband overseas, I had to have sexual relations 
with him. After I came back to Australia, I was diagnosed with […] 
infection because of my husband’s multiple and unsafe relationships 
with others. 
While she did not reveal whether he intentionally infected her, she remarked that 
her husband showed no apology or regret about this. 
Those who revealed experiences of being abused by their husbands sexually also 
had experienced physical abuse. 
6.1.4 Forced hijab and participation in religious activities 
As described in section 4.4, many women had disagreements with family 
members over hijab after coming to Australia as a non-Muslim majority country. 
Many informants viewed forcing women to wear hijab as a restriction and a 
violation of women’s rights.  




decision to unveil resulted in strong disagreements. They believed that the reason 
behind the obligation to wear hijab was to maintain male domination through 
control over woman's bodies, rather than any religious duty. A woman’s decision 
to unveil, for any reason, resulted in conflict among the Afghan family in 
Australia. Fati, who took off her headscarf in public places faced verbal abuse 
from family members. Therefore, she pretended to be a hijabi girl when 
socialising within the Afghan community. 
For many Afghan families, keeping hijab meant protecting their reputation in the 
community and to stop wearing it brought shame and blame. Roia started to resist 
wearing the hijab after coming to Australia while her husband strongly ignored 
her decision and abused her for it. She came under pressure both from her 
husband and from other community members to wear hijab: 
Roia: I did not like Afghan dresses and scarf, but my husband did not 
let me take them off. Besides, I had education classes within the Afghan 
community. After I decided not to wear a headscarf, I had to drop out to 
avoid their criticism. So, I could not continue my education sessions. 
Similarly, Angela said she was forced to wear hijab, not only by her husband but 
also by community members. Her ceasing to wear the hijab was the main reason 
Angela’s husband used to justify his abusive behaviour. After the conflict settled 
with her husband, she was allowed to take off her hijab in public except when 
attending Afghan community events. 
Some informants mentioned that they had been obliged to continue their 
participation in religious events or to fulfil religious duties. Leila’s husband, for 
instance, forced her to be more involved in religious activities, pray and fast 
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during Ramadan because he was an extremist.  
Leila: My husband drank alcohol at first that we got married. He 
changed later to be more religious and a jihadist. He was praying all 
the time and put pressure on me for religious obligations. My husband 
was weird. He was unhappy about my period during the Ramadan 
month because in Islam women are not allowed to fast when they have 
their period. My husband blamed me for that, when it was not my fault, 
it is normal for any woman. You know Islam is a moderate religion, but 
my husband was an extremist and forced me to do whatever he wanted. 
Leila’s husband put pressure on her to practice religious activities in an extremist 
way. Although she was religiously dedicated, this was not enough for her 
husband. Hence, he placed pressure on her to fulfil her religious duties in the 
manner he expected. 
6.2 Abusive experiences of family members and friends 
Alongside informants’ descriptions of their own abuse, some revealed stories of 
domestic violence occurring to family members, friends and other Afghan 
women. The majority of women who spoke about abuse experienced by others 
spoke of the experiences of family members, particularly mothers and sisters. 
Angela, for instance, said her father constantly abused her mother: 
Angela: I grew up with family violence. When I was a child, my father 
was abusive, and my mother could not do anything, I have been in that 
aggressive environment. I did not have a good role model in my 
childhood. I internalised insecurity in my mind, which now affects my 




Likewise, Anita said her mother had been abused for a long time before coming to 
Australia. After Anita’s father died, his family tried to control her mother, since 
women were assumed to be the belongings of a husband’s family: 
Anita: We lived in [town]; my mum was not allowed to leave home to 
work or shop, although my father’s family did not live in the same 
country as us. They believed that my mother was their honour, so they 
would not let her bring shame on their family and ruin their reputation. 
When a woman loses her husband, every door would be closed to her. 
As can be seen, Anita’s mother had been controlled by her in-laws even though 
they lived in a different country before migrating to Australia. Coming to 
Australia had been an opportunity for her to get far away from her family-in-law 
and be confident of escaping this oppressive relationship.  
Similarly, Nasrin described her mother’s experience of domestic violence as a 
dreadful and terrible situation imposed by her family-in-law.  
Nasrin: My mum came from an educated family whereas my dad was 
completely the opposite. My father’s family were beating and hitting my 
mother. My mum told us that they pulled her hair and kicked her 
constantly. She was beaten while she was pregnant, but they did not 
care about my mum’s situation and pain. My mother talks about her 
experiences all the time, and I hate all of them [her father’s family]. I 
always cry when my mum talks about her miseries and other women’s 
circumstances in Afghanistan. 
Sarah shared the abusive experiences of her sister-in-law, who was beaten by her 
husband and male in-laws. When Sarah tried to intervene, they advised her to stay 
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silent or be beaten as well. Not all women remained silent about abuse to other 
family members. Fati accused her brother of oppressing his wife, even though her 
sister-in-law remained silent. 
Apart from the experiences of family members, informants provided other 
examples of domestic violence which they were aware occurred in the Afghan 
community, including Afghan women abused by their in-laws while taking care of 
a disabled or sick husband. Other examples included the story of a woman whose 
husband set fire to her and another who was wounded for refusing to bring her 
husband a glass of water. 
6.3 The consequences of domestic violence 
6.3.1 The consequences of abusive acts on women 
Some informants described the effects of domestic violence on themselves and 
other women, to illustrate the dreadful experiences. Broken bones, burns, cuts and 
choking were the most severe consequences of physical violence. Some spoke 
about the physical, psychological and social consequences of being abused. 
Angela said being in an abusive relationship negatively affected her concentration 
on study at university. The consequences of abuse were severe for Leila as well, 
who said her damaging experience of domestic violence led her to contemplate 
suicide. 
Leila: After my husband abused me for a long time, I decided to commit 
suicide. Although I am embarrassed by my decision now, I thought I 





Leila felt trapped in an abusive relationship and for a long time could see no way 
out. Depression and attempted suicide might be long-term consequences of abuse, 
according to informants. Dana said that a woman who had experienced domestic 
violence might develop depression and anxiety, which could be damaging and 
lead to suicide. Samaneh highlighted sleep deprivation and anxiety among the 
effects of domestic violence for many Afghan women. Sarah too said her husband 
and his family’s accusations and threats had provoked anxiety and depression. 
The high possibility of actual harm caused many women in the Afghan 
community to suffer from distress and anxiety both while they were in abusive 
relationships and after seeking assistance. 
In addition to personal disruption, some informants said that many women 
became socially isolated. Being separated from friends and family overseas after 
migration tended to exacerbate their isolation in Australia; improving social 
networks in a new country might not be easy. 
6.3.2 Victim blaming and other people's judgements 
Alongside the physical and mental consequences of abuse, many women might be 
held partially or entirely as responsible for their experiences. Several interviewees 
believed that abused Afghan women were usually blamed for their behaviour, and 
this could influence others’ attitudes or actions towards them. Women might be 
accused of dressing unconventionally or behaving inappropriately, with the 
implication they were showing disrespect towards their husband and family. 
Informants believed that the Afghan community was more likely to blame the 
victims for domestic violence than the perpetrators. As a result, men were not 
seen as responsible for their aggression against women. Below are some examples 
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of women’s experiences of victim blaming. 
Sona criticised Afghan culture for blaming women for domestic violence. 
Sona: In Australia, families are now more open-minded, they know 
about human rights and women rights, [the abused woman’s] family 
will accept her back and stand with her. However, other people will 
continue talking about that women. She might not get a chance for 
marrying a young or single man even if she is young. All blame goes 
with a woman even though it is men’s fault. (Interview in English) 
Samaneh had been in contact with many women who had experienced domestic 
violence: 
Samaneh: When a woman experiences domestic violence, people label 
her as a person who has done something wrong. In an abusive 
relationship, people believe that both persons, the perpetrator and the 
victim, should be blamed. People think this is an argument between two, 
so both have done something wrong. Hence, the abused woman will be 
socially disconnected because the whole community will blame her. So, 
those women do not attend any community events or anything because 
they do not want to be blamed. I think in our community, other people 
who do not know that bully[ing] is illegal in Australia, bully abused 
women. They always talk about them behind their back. 
As illustrated, people mainly blamed women for provoking abusive actions, a 
response that Samaneh described as an act of bullying. Likewise, Shy said: 
Shy: In Afghan society, if you experience abuse, people would say you 




think it is not possible that your husband or other men beat or hit you 
without [there having been] any wrongdoing. 
Many women said other people’s blame was unpleasant and painful, but they 
might not be aware their behaviour was inappropriate. People usually blamed 
women for not being obedient in a way that they considered to be appropriate. 
Unsurprisingly, therefore, many women who experienced domestic violence said 
they now tried to live outside the Afghan community to avoid criticism. 
6.4 Extent of domestic violence within Afghan communities 
In this section, informants’ perceptions about the nature of domestic violence and 
how common the issue was in Afghan communities in their previous and present 
countries will be discussed. The responses to questions on these issues revealed 
considerable interest and knowledge with many of the interviewees providing 
deep and thoughtful insights. 
6.4.1 Domestic violence among Afghans in Afghanistan 
Most informants believed that violence against women was widespread and severe 
in Afghanistan, and therefore, for some, violence might be a normal part of their 
life. As a result, while informants condemned domestic violence unanimously, 
they believed that domestic violence was the lived reality for many Afghan 
women particularly for those who live in villages and rural households in 
Afghanistan. The multiple reasons given for this pervasive and continuing 
violence included dependency on men, lack of social support, unsupportive laws, 
conservative religious beliefs and corrupt government. Many placed the blame on 
Afghan culture for condoning violent and aggressive behaviour and as a result 
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reinforcing a level of acceptability and continuation for these behaviours. Many 
women criticised the government as unsupportive to women and obliging them to 
stay in abusive relationships. This will be discussed further in the last section of 
this chapter. 
The following from Angela elaborates on women’s experiences of violence in 
Afghanistan: 
Angela: Afghanistan is hell for women. It is like a horror movie. What 
happens to women there cannot be found even in horror movies in 
Hollywood. Cutting women’s ears and noses, choking, suicide and self-
immolation are the severe forms of violence against women there. There 
have been some women in Herat [a city in Afghanistan] who set fire on 
themselves because of domestic violence. Since abused women cannot 
obtain a divorce due to lack of social support and refusal to accept them 
after divorce, so they have no choice. One notable example of violence 
against women is Farkhunda4 who was killed in the capital city in front 
of police, armed forces and NATO army, but no one did anything. 
Farkhunda was killed in cold blood, and the whole nation was the 
witness. Having said that, you can imagine what is happening in small 
villages, and nobody hears their voice. 
So despite the reality of domestic violence in Afghanistan as both prevalent and 
visible, neither the community nor the government took it seriously. Somi also 
                                                     
4 Farkhunda Malikzada, a 27-Afghan woman, was falsely accused of burning the Quran and 
attacked and killed by Afghan men (Al Jazeera 2016). They beat her and set her on fire, and threw 




raised the wide-ranging forms of mostly physical violence used against women. 
Somi: Women are constantly abused; everyone can beat a woman, such 
as a stranger, extended family, family in-laws, and a partner. Violence 
is normal in Afghanistan, and I can say it is a part of their life, and it is 
acceptable. The reason behind the violence is that men think they can 
reform women by beating them. When I was a child, a beating was the 
way to correct our behaviour. Even if people or the government think 
about violence, it is just kicking and beating, and other forms of 
violence are normal. For instance, yelling and insulting women [verbal 
abuse] are not considered violence unless a woman is burned or 
injured. Many women must sacrifice themselves to oppose the issue to 
boost others’ attention. I cannot see any positive progress in the future. 
She gave examples of beatings and broken bones, including a bride injured for 
taking photos with the guests at her wedding party. She said many abusive acts 
were justified by the perpetrators as a proportionate response to a woman’s 
behaviour which they judged to be inappropriate and unacceptable. 
Many informants noted that although Afghan women, regardless of their 
background, were in danger of domestic violence, some were more vulnerable 
because of their ethnicity, the generation to which they belonged, level of 
education, culture or membership of some religious sect. Sahar, for example, 
differentiated between various ethnic groups and generations concerning women’s 
experience of abuse. She also highlighted education and culture as important 
components of violence against women in Afghanistan: 
Sahar: I have been in Afghanistan recently — it is nowadays different, 
especially with the new generation, and they become more aware of 
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these things. It depends on which part of Afghanistan you came from; 
for example, Hazara women are more aware of their rights. They are 
more educated, so, compare to Pashto women in the rural area or in the 
cities, forced marriage are [there], honour killings are, we cannot 
compare them to different minorities, for example, you cannot compare 
Hazara women with Pashto women.…they are different in term of 
culture and education. (Interview in English) 
Fati too said that violence was more prevalent and acceptable in rural regions of 
Afghanistan. 
Despite Afghan Government and international efforts at improvement, some 
informants were disappointed by the situation of women in contemporary 
Afghanistan. Some said that not only had the position of women regarding 
domestic violence not improved but in recent years it had even deteriorated. 
Sarah, for instance, believed that male domination and patriarchy in Afghanistan 
was worse than ever. In contrast to women’s desire to change, her understanding 
was that the Afghan Government did little to support women in violent 
relationships, and seemingly condoned severe abusive acts against women. She 
also believed that Afghan women living in the country had no opportunity to 
improve their disturbing situation. Many like Sarah believed that one of the 
reasons that violence against women in Afghanistan remained ongoing was that 
there were no consequences for abusive behaviour, which made men even more 
confident in continuing their actions. Samaneh said that even if police arrested an 




6.4.2 Domestic violence among the Afghan community in Australia 
While many informants noted the harsh condition of Afghan women in 
Afghanistan, with its multiple causes and profoundly serious backlash against 
women’s rights, many also believed that Afghan women were not free from 
domestic violence in Australia. Many tended to differentiate between domestic 
violence against Afghan women in Australia and Afghanistan. They implied 
differences in the forms of violence occurring in these differing contexts. The 
majority of Afghan women said that psychological and emotional violence was 
the most common form of domestic violence among Afghans in Australia. While 
severe forms of physical violence continued to occur in Afghanistan, they 
believed that physical abuse against women occurred less in Australia, not 
necessarily due to a change in men’s attitudes but rather because they were 
concerned about the consequences of being revealed as abusive.  
However, few Afghan men viewed psychological abuse as an act of domestic 
violence, and because allegations of psychological abuse were more difficult to 
prove, such abuse often continued after coming to Australia. Sona, for instance, 
noted psychological violence was pervasive: 
Sona: Personally, I have never experienced any physical violence, but 
mentally, of course, every single Afghan woman does.…Mentally we are 
under pressure. We are scared of people back beating us; we are scared 
of a random boy calling our names, we are scared of standing for 
ourselves. (Interview in English) 
Fati also discussed the differences between Afghan men’s behaviour in 
Afghanistan and Australia: 
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Fati: In here [Australia], [domestic violence] is not acceptable 
anymore.…It is happening inside the family, but they do not tell 
anybody, because they will be embarrassed that it is happening. It is too 
hard for [men] to give up on their habits quickly.…So that is why 
psychological and verbal violence is not recognised as violence. They 
are too proud that they have given up on the physical violence. To some 
extent they think they are doing the favour that they have given up on 
the physical violence. (Interview in English) 
As can be seen from the statement above, Fati believed that men may assume 
stopping physical abuse is a profound change in behaviour and therefore might be 
enough. Though, other participants did not express this view.  
Despite the mitigation of abusive actions against Afghan women in Australia, new 
justifications for abusing women emerged. Women’s greater freedom in the new 
context led some men to disagree strongly with their decision not to wear hijab or 
to become more involved in the wider Australian community, and in some cases 
this resulted in abuse. Other justifications from men for engaging in abusive 
behaviour against Afghan women in Australia included the influence of social 
media, concern about their power, or being tired from work. Samaneh, for 
instance, believed that Afghan men were more likely to abuse their wives and 
justify their actions when they were exhausted from work. 
6.5 Factors contributing to domestic violence: differences between 
Australia and Afghanistan 
Informants expressed their ideas about the differences between domestic violence 




of law, social support for women, and the role of religion and religious and 
community leaders. Many believed that women’s situations were not similar as 
they faced different legal, social and religious structures although some issues 
remained unchanged. Cultural obligations continued, as many women faced new 
challenges in the new context such as pressure to wear hijab and restrictions on 
their social life. Male domination, the rule of law and regulation and religion will 
be discussed here; social support and domestic violence services will be discussed 
in the next chapter. 
6.5.1 Male domination 
Many informants suggested that a culture of male domination and control created 
a situation that enabled violence against women to continue. The reasons behind 
the violence were patriarchy and the male domination of Afghan society which 
ensured that men had and maintained power, particularly in Afghanistan; that men 
thought they were superior to women in many respects, and could therefore abuse 
women and justify it. As mentioned in Chapter 4, women were expected to stay at 
home and do housework; they were not usually independent in making decisions 
about their marriage, education, work or what to wear and how to behave, so 
behaving outside the frame might trigger violence against them. Although male 
domination was an issue in the Afghan community in Australia, many remarked 
that in Afghanistan, it took a more severe form and was more difficult to confront. 
Diana, for instance, described male domination in Afghanistan. 
Diana: Afghanistan is the far more male dominating country because 
everything you do you see mostly is done through men. A man has this 
power.…Because they might not have a system they might not have 
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enough education they might not have enough knowledge about 
domestic violence and family violence. They might not have enough 
support from the government. (Interview in English) 
In the male-dominated Afghan society, men might have little incentive to change 
a social structure that granted them power over women. This power imbalance 
could result in efforts to control — and violence against — women. Therefore, 
some informants saw violence as a vital component of patriarchal society in 
Afghanistan. Maryam, for instance, believed that some families claimed to restrict 
Afghan women due to security and safety concerns, when the real reason was that 
they do not want to allow women to go out and be in society.  
Nasrin went for a short trip to Afghanistan after some years’ living in Australia, 
and realised that Afghan society was far more male dominated with men wanting 
to control women’s every behaviour. 
Nasrin: Some men in Afghan society believe that women should be 
humiliated and controlled.…Domestic violence is a norm in 
Afghanistan, if a woman speaks up, it would be an issue. Although there 
are some exceptions, generally you should follow your husband’s rules. 
Therefore, men do not want to break their domination. It is widely 
believed that men may get tired from work so they might get angry 
easily, and women should understand their husband’s situation. So, if a 
woman gets a job outside the home, she can break the cycle, and her 
husband or father cannot oppress her in this way. 
As can be understood from the statement above, male domination can result in 
controlling and maintaining the status quo in a way which requires women to be 




men and did not have control over their lives, because they did not have jobs and 
income, which made their situation worse and left them vulnerable to violence. 
Many informants believed that male domination among the Afghan community in 
Australia, on the other hand, was not as severe as in Afghanistan, since many 
women had jobs, education and/or a social life outside the home. 
6.5.2 The rule of law and regulation 
Many women discussed the crucial role of law and regulation in making Afghan 
women either more vulnerable to, or more protected from, violence. Many 
highlighted the differences between Australia and Afghanistan regarding 
protective laws and regulations, suggesting that lack of law enforcement in 
Afghanistan left many women in danger of being abused. Somi said: “Women are 
constantly abused [in Afghanistan], but they cannot say anything because the law 
does not protect them.” Sahar said: “Nothing has changed and there is no protect 
law under Afghanistan law.” 
In contrast, many informants emphasised the importance of Australian law as a 
deterrent against Afghan men abusing their partner or family members, 
particularly physically. As mentioned, Afghan men living in Australia were 
worried about the consequences of abusing women, in particular the threat of 
being sent back to Afghanistan. Besides creating concerns about the 
consequences, some informants viewed the law as an awareness-raising tool that 
might lead men to behave more appropriately towards women. On the contrary, 
Afghan men living in Afghanistan might never consider that they should respect 
women and treat them appropriately, as there was no legal obligation to do so. 
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To understand more about women rights in Afghanistan, Angela discussed the 
issue within the broader concept of a human rights law, which has not been 
adopted in Afghanistan. She said that as men dominated the whole society, laws 
were imposed in ways that benefited men and neglected women’s rights. Progress 
to make laws fairer for women had been very slow, and there remained a long 
way to go. Some informants considered the male-dominated Afghan Government 
to be unsupportive in implementing laws and regulations. 
Angela: I can say nothing has changed to protect women in 
Afghanistan; it is almost the same, or worse. The latest report about 
women in Afghanistan shows that the widows of Afghan soldiers may 
not get their husband’s wages unless they get involved in a sexual 
relationship with people who work there. While those women should be 
protected according to the law, some are forced into sexual 
relationships. 
So, Angela believed the Afghan Government was not only unsupportive of 
women but would even put pressure on those who were vulnerable. Likewise 
Leila, who was abused by her husband and wanted to leave him, noted the Afghan 
Government’s lack of support for women in marriage or in the process of getting 
divorced. Leila believed that the key issue in Afghanistan was the lack of 
protective laws for women, particularly those who had been abused by a family 
member. She said the biggest difference between Afghanistan and Australia was 
that the law protected women in Australia if they were abused while the law was 
not protective for women in an abusive relationship in Afghanistan.  
Furthermore, Yas noted that even though the Afghan Government had signed the  




(United Nations. General Assembly 1979) the law still could not protect Afghan 
women. Many Afghan people who came to Australia from countries neighbouring 
Afghanistan also believed that governments in those countries did not support 
Afghan women who were in abusive relationships, as they were not supportive of 
their own citizens in similar situations. In contrast, Australian laws provided 
protection for women. 
Somi: The law is strong to support women [in Australia]. I know many 
women who separated from their husbands.…Everything depends on the 
laws and rules here. Although many women [in Afghanistan] are trying 
to change the law in a way that protects women, there is a long way for 
Afghan society to go. 
Tara similarly highlighted the role of Australian law in changing behaviours 
within the Afghan community in Australia. In particular, she suggested this was 
due to a desire to be law-abiding citizens: 
Tara: Many Afghan people are law-abiding citizens because it is a 
lawful society. They are worried about the consequences of criminal 
actions. They know they should treat women respectfully here. They do 
not want to be arrested by the police. The majority of Afghan families do 
not abuse their daughters if they run away from home. They know they 
should act according to the law. 
Tara believed that many Afghan men living in Australia behaved within the laws 
of the country, but while this might reflect their desire to respect women it could 
also be due to concerns about their migration status. Knowledge of the law in 
Australia developed slowly, Yas suggested: “After living in Australia for a period, 
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[Afghan] people start knowing the judicial system. They will learn how to live in 
a lawful country.” This was particularly so in respect of those unlawful actions 
that were obvious, such as physical violence. Some, such as Somi, said their 
partners were concerned about their immigration status and feared being deported 
for breaking the law. Others such as Fati, however, questioned the role of the law 
in protecting women, noting it was not effective in respect to all forms of violence 
and all situations. In Australia, the law was most effective as a protection against 
physical violence: 
Fati: Obviously, the law protects us [in Australia], but the law protects 
us from physical harm. It cannot protect us from psychological harm 
and the stress that we go through; this law cannot stop the family to 
abandon you or treating you very badly for something that you are 
doing that is not socially acceptable for Afghans. (Interview in English) 
So, despite laws that sought to provide protection for women in Australia, men or 
families might still not be prevented from committing forms of violence that were 
not obvious or evident in their effects. 
6.5.3 The role of religion and religious leaders 
Religion was another important element that women raised as a significant factor 
in Afghan women’s situations in Australia and Afghanistan. Many highlighted 
religion’s role due to its considerable impact on people’s private lives, on culture, 
law and on regulation. The influence of religion on women’s experience of 
domestic violence for many came in the form of the crucial effects of sharia law 




Sahar, who believed that she had a good knowledge and awareness of the role of 
religion, discussed its mainly negative impact and that of religious leaders on 
women’s situations. Regarding religious influence on the law and regulations, she 
tended to differentiate between women’s situations in Australia and Afghanistan. 
Sahar: By sharia law, women are being abused. We moved to Australia 
where religion does not have a link with the law. It is a big thing.…That 
is why it is really complicated under sharia law. If a woman escapes 
from her family, she would face a penalty; it is ridiculous, for example, 
a Hazara leader, who has four wives, and he was on the panel 
[discussing women’s rights], he was educating women, he has four 
wives you know. How is he working for women rights? Only hitting 
women is domestic violence? It is like that having four wives and 
polygamy is allowed under sharia.…It is against any law that protects 
women.…It does not co-exist with this law, sharia law is something that 
[is] made by men, and it is in favour of men. Under sharia law, men can 
punish their wives, so it is on the Quran and under the surah. Men can 
punish his wife if she is not obeying him. Of course, it does not coexist 
with the law that we have in Australia. (Interview in English) 
Sahar challenged the role of sharia law and religious leaders in protecting women 
from domestic violence. On the contrary, she argued that it could oppress women. 
She criticised Afghan leaders for simplifying the definition of abuse to merely 
physical and not including their own activities such as polygamy. She also 
criticised sharia law as more likely to benefit men over the women.  
In contrast, Angela, considering religion per se, believed that Islam should not be 
blamed if some Afghan men misused religion to justify their actions. She believed 
 184 
that men did not know much about religion and Islam, and that if they had a 
genuine understanding of religion they would know that they should respect 
women’s rights. She also noted that some religious leaders in the Afghan 
community took advantage of people’s limited knowledge about religion. 
Likewise, Leila believed that Islam was a moderate religion, misused by some 
conservatives for their own purposes and advantages. She said that many women 
remained religious while supporting feminist beliefs, and they made a tremendous 
effort to support women’s rights and gender equality. 
However, for some informants such as Somi and Fati, being less religious was the 
key to developing egalitarian ideas towards women. Somi considered herself and 
her family as less religious and said that had led them to have a more egalitarian 
view on women despite the potential for religious people to violate women’s 
rights. She discussed the influence of religion on domestic violence: 
Somi: There is a big gap between religious people and us. We are open-
minded and free. When I compare ourselves to them, religion and 
tradition play a crucial part in their life. We do not follow religion. We 
put distance between them and ourselves; we keep ourselves busy. I can 
say the main reason for domestic violence is religion and [Afghan] 
culture. I saw a 13-year-old girl was bashed to get married to a 50-
year-old man in Afghanistan. The mullah [religious leader] cannot 
arrange a marriage with underage girls here. Despite a tremendous 
effort from activists, many women must sacrifice to get their rights.…It 
is difficult to go to the police there, not because they are not provided 
but because of culture and religion. 




to abuse women. Likewise, Nasrin, while she still practised her religion, said that 
her father’s restrictions on her and her sisters stemmed from his religious view on 
women’s rights. She said that her father was religious, and they disagreed on 
several things. 
Most informants commented on the role of religious leaders in women’s rights, 
particularly for those who were in an abusive relationship. Many raised concerns 
about the leader’s roles in convincing women in abusive relationships to maintain 
their marriage intact. Diana, for instance, criticised attempts by mullahs in 
Afghanistan to convince women to compromise with domestic violence: 
Diana: There is also the religious part that plays a role in Afghanistan. 
For example, if a woman decides to leave the relationship, then the 
family soon pressurise to come back, through a mullah or any other 
religious leaders. In Afghanistan, I can say that most of the mullahs 
would be saying you are a woman, your husband you should give and 
take compromise. In the most case in Afghanistan, it is most likely to 
happen that a mullah says you should compromise. (Interview in 
English) 
Fati also criticised religious leaders for misusing Islam and advising Afghan 
people in ways that benefit men: 
Fati: In the month of Muharram [a month of religious events]…one of 
the religious leaders, every time that I go, I get to hear that how the 
Fatima [Prophet Muhammad’s daughter] was a good conforming 
woman and a good wife, but never ask Ali [Fatima’s husband] 
anything? Okay, you are trying to emphasise that how Fatima was a 
good woman, do you ever emphasis how Ali was. Did he ever slap 
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Fatima? Did he ever abuse her? Did he ever disrespect her?…How 
specifically mentioned Ali as a good husband? (Interview in English) 
As Fati said, religious leaders tended to highlight the behaviour of females and 
remind women to be good but did not remark on men’s responsibilities in relation 
to women. She continued by suggesting that religious leaders should change the 
way they educated the community. 
Fati: Because the religious leaders are men. I do not know to what 
extent it is conscious or unconscious, [they advise women] to satisfy 
your husband, try to listen to them, do not go out without them and their 
permission. So they say this, rather than condemning the violence and 
educating men on how to behave.…It is an unbalanced argument and is 
not fair. (Interview in English) 
Several informants said that religious leaders in Afghanistan and Australia were 
different. Whereas those who are in Afghanistan tended to provide advice that 
favoured men, those in Australia attempted to act moderately. 
Nasrin: Some religious leaders and mullahs in Afghanistan advise men 
to beat their wives. Because women in Afghanistan [are] dependent on 
men in different ways, so religious leaders persuade men to ignore 
women’s needs. If women were independent and the government 
supported them, men could not abuse women.…For example, my 
husband told me that a religious leader talked about women on 
Women’s Day encouraging men to be angry with their wives. He told 
me that many men might have abused their wife under the influence of 
his advice. He insulted women with inappropriate words. He was a 




religious leaders and people. However, I have found many mullahs who 
have counselling information in Australia. 
Nasrin considered mullahs and Islamic leaders in Afghanistan to be more likely to 
encourage men to ignore women’s rights and control them rather than be kind and 
patient as Islam requires. While many, like Nasrin, agreed there were differences 
between Afghan religious leaders in Afghanistan and Australia, they also 
discussed their controversial views on women’s rights. Although many suggested 
that Afghan religious leaders gave different advice on domestic violence, 
informants questioned whether the advice given by those leaders in Australia, 
which seemed to be supportive of women, was authentic and genuine. Anita 
talked about Afghan leaders in Australia who apparently encouraged men to 
respect women’s rights, while not considering it in their own personal lives. 
Diana also talked about religious leaders, particularly in Australia: 
Diana: It depends on mullah to mullah, so, everyone will be different. In 
Australia, they have been trained in family violence, and they know 
family violence, and they try to educate the community through their 
religious, Quran or whatever, they try to educate the community that 
family violence is not okay. But in some cases, they could be a religious 
leader who goes against it, moreover, misuse the knowledge that they 
have. (Interview in English) 
As can be seen from Diana’s statement, religious leaders held a range of 
perspectives on women’s rights. Despite the implication of change among 
religious leaders regarding women’s rights in Australia, many viewed the subject 
as trivial; and that was not necessarily likely to change significantly. Yas, for 
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instance, was not optimistic of change among Afghan religious leaders in 
Australia. She believed that they did not want to break the law and so advised 
others to respect women while not genuinely supporting women’s rights. 
6.6 Conclusion 
Although many informants believed that domestic violence was not publicly 
discussed among Afghan people, some women volunteered their stories. The most 
commonly reported form of abuse was emotional and psychological abuse, 
experienced by all those who revealed abuse. Those who disclosed physical 
violence experienced multiple other forms of violence such as sexual violence, 
forced marriage and psychological abuse. Informants with experience of 
psychological abuse had been abused by a range of people including their 
husband, parents and in-laws, whereas other forms of abuse had been perpetrated 
mainly by partners. The findings show that the women who experienced domestic 
violence were diverse in their levels of education, period of living in Australia and 
their marital status. 
Afghan women’s experiences of domestic violence varied regarding its intensity, 
frequency and manifestation, but it was nevertheless a serious issue in both 
Afghanistan and Australia. Despite tremendous efforts to improve women’s 
situations in Afghanistan after Taliban rule ended, progress had been very slow. 
Informants believed that, despite the Afghan women’s better situation in 
Australia, many women still experienced domestic violence, including those who 
revealed their stories during the interviews. Most informants agreed that although 
physical violence in particular was less likely to occur among Afghans in 




recognised as forms of violence.  
As a result, by moving to a country with more information and awareness of the 
different forms that domestic violence could take, some men had been challenged 
to realise their behaviours was abusive and needed to change. However, for 
others, the process of immigration provided new justifications for controlling and 
abusing women in their families. 
For many informants, migration did not result in them becoming free from abuse 
in the first few years (although their willingness and ability to seek help might 
have changed, as the next chapter will discuss). Women who arrived in Australia 
on a visa sponsored by their husband or in-laws were possibly even more 
vulnerable. Several commented that in the early stages of living in Australia, the 
Afghan community influenced men and encouraged them to be concerned about 
losing their control when women ceased to wear hijab or exercised their desire to 
be independent or engage in social relationships outside the Afghan community. 
The message some men received was that such actions justified acts of violence 
and abuse. In addition to the Afghan community’s influence on men’s aggressive 
behaviour, the next chapter will reveal how it affects women’s help-seeking in 
abusive situations. 
The key differences between the two countries, Afghanistan and Australia, were 
the extent of male domination, availability of domestic violence services, the rule 
of law, and the role of religion and religious and community leaders in supporting 
women who had been abused. While many criticised the Afghan community in 
Australia as being male-dominated, male domination in Afghanistan was 
reportedly far worse, with the patriarchal structure giving less opportunity for 
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change.  
The role of laws and regulations were considered to be remarkably important, as 
laws were not strong in Afghanistan and authorities did not always enforce them. 
As immigrants, by contrast, many Afghan men in Australia did not have absolute 
power to oppress women or break the law. Besides, social and domestic violence 
services in Australia brought many new opportunities for seeking help; the next 
chapter will discuss how domestic violence services in Australia encourage some 
women to leave an abusive relationship, while such supports are not available in 
Afghanistan. 
Interestingly, while the role of religion was not asked about directly, many women 
chose to discuss it, as its influence was obvious on the law, public and private life. 
While Islam was viewed by some informants as a moderate religion that protected 
women, others spoke negatively about polygamy in Islam or other ways in which 
they believed Islam had failed to protect women from domestic violence. 
Although some noted apparent differences between religious leaders in Australia 
and Afghanistan, many doubted whether such change was genuine or authentic. 
Apart from the above differences, Afghan culture and lifestyle remained mostly 
unchanged on moving to Australia. Many Afghan people preferred to socialise 
within their community for reasons of language, culture and community support. 
Yet women viewed the role of the community as mainly negative and blamed the 
Afghan community for justifying and legitimising abuse. The next chapter will 
explore the profound impact of culture on women’s lives, and the interrelated 




Chapter 7: Barriers to Afghan women leaving abusive 
relationships and the process of seeking help 
This final chapter of findings discusses the help seeking for domestic violence and 
barriers in leaving abusive relationships for Afghan women in both Australia and 
Afghanistan. The first section (7.1) entails various barriers that informants 
mentioned deter Afghan women in seeking help including cultural and community 
barriers, family barriers, and individual obstacles. Section 7.2 describes Afghan 
women’s processes of help seeking from informal and formal domestic violence 
services, including their experiences and ideas about domestic violence services, 
women’s refuge, and the role of caseworkers and interpreters. The next section 
emphasises on informants’ advice for those Afghan women who are in abusive 
relationships with respect to seeking help (section 7.3). The conclusion will 
summarise the key findings reported in this chapter (section 7.4). 
7.1 Afghan women’s barriers to seeking help 
For women who experience domestic violence, help-seeking may not be easy or 
straightforward; many women are hindered from seeking help. Furthermore, a 
women’s decision to leave an abusive relationship will lead to further difficulties 
if she does not have family and community approval. Informants noted various 
barriers to seeking help, comprising cultural, social and individual concerns. The 
most prominent theme to emerge was that the cultural and social barriers imposed 
by the community and reinforced by a family lessened women’s likelihood and 
ability to seek help. Many women elaborated on the cultural barriers that 
legitimised violence against women, oppressed women in abusive situations by 
silencing them, and punished those who sought help outside their families. 
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7.1.1 Cultural and community barriers 
The norms and expectations of the Afghan community for women have 
considerable impact on Afghan women’s decisions about whether to leave an 
abusive relationship. Informants said many women maintained relationships to 
avoid criticism and judgement for not conforming to cultural expectations. 
Additionally, they said the role of culture, in particular cultural values that 
legitimised and enabled abusive behaviour by men, needed to be considered. 
Unwritten rules in the Afghan community made it difficult for women to seek 
help for abusive behaviour; seeking outside help was perceived as an act of 
betrayal against the community, and help-seekers could be subjected to some form 
of punishment or sanction. 
In Afghanistan, culture played a role in all aspects of people’s lives, most 
particularly through the society’s social and religious structure. These cultural 
values continued to be significant for many Afghan people in Australia. As some 
informants said, not only were these cultural norms retained after immigration, 
many believed that they attained even greater significance in the close-knit 
Afghan migrant community. Sahar, for instance, noted how Afghan culture made 
it difficult to disclose abuse and seek help: 
Sahar: They [women] do not disclose domestic violence, because of the 
cultural barriers, especially for us as a first generation we are here — 
maybe the next generation will change because the first generation, they 
come from a very conservative society like Afghanistan, you know about 





Not only did Afghan culture act as an obstacle to disclosing abuse, particularly for 
newly arrived women, it also justified the abuse of women and preferred that they 
stay in abusive relationships. Moreover, Afghan culture dictated that a good 
woman did not disclose marital problems to others, and that those who do so 
deserved any negative judgements made about them. Sona explained that these 
expectations and judgements placed women under pressure to accept their 
subordinate position, including being silent about their experiences of abuse. 
Speaking out and seeking help led to accusations and shaming of women and their 
families. Social isolation within the Afghan community was a consequence of 
divorce, which many women would seek to avoid. 
Leila: After the divorce, many people talked behind my back or even 
sometimes at parties; they tried to say something negative about a 
divorced woman. They wanted to hurt me because I did not act 
according to their social obligations. 
Disapproval of leaving an abusive relationship and seeking help could lead to 
threats and accusations from both family and wider Afghan community, including 
displays of anger, beating, acid attacks and honour killings. Informants said that 
the Afghan community often used the phrase zane kharab for those who fled from 
abuse, meaning an immoral woman who pursued open relationships. This was the 
experience of those informants who had been divorced or left an abusive 
relationship and sought assistance. Somi revealed the accusations: “When I 
wanted to get divorced, all people including my husband accused me of being 
immoral directly or indirectly, they told me and ask me whether I wanted to be 
called a slut.” Although she ultimately left her husband, the threat of being 
labelled a slut contributed to her hesitation. Angela similarly said that family, 
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friends and community would abandon women who wanted to leave abusive 
husbands and would call her a slut. Not surprisingly, to avoid the consequences, 
many Afghan women chose to stay in an abusive relationship because might be 
easier to endure than being labelled sexually promiscuous. 
Sarah further mentioned that if a woman escaped from an abusive relationship and 
approached Australian domestic violence services, she was likely to be accused by 
her community of moral crimes. She herself had been accused by members of the 
Afghan community of having sex during her stay in a women’s refuge. Sona also 
noted: “Of course, there is [moral accusations], especially in Afghanistan. People 
will talk shit about that woman who leaves the relationship.”  
However, others, such as Leila, who approached the court to obtain a divorce 
from her abusive husband, said women needed to stand up to such intimidatory 
tactics. In her case, it was her brother-in-law who accused her of extra-marital 
relationships. 
Leila: When a woman wants to get a divorce, many people think she is 
involved in an extramarital relationship. However, you should not be 
afraid of those people; I think one of the big barriers is fear of them and 
their judgements. 
Interestingly, the labelling of women as immoral, for those who sought help to 
leave abusive relationships, was perceived as occurring similarly in Afghanistan 
and Australia. This was despite the fact that taking action could result in a woman 
being prosecuted for a moral crime in Afghanistan, but not in Australia. However, 
as some Afghan women might not be aware that leaving an abusive relationship 




Another tactic employed to encourage women to stay in abusive relationships was 
to remind her of the need to uphold her family’s reputation. Informants reported 
situations in which, rather than become an object of gossip, families would 
support an abusive husband and place pressure on the woman to masquerade as 
happy. This was particularly so if the family feared that negative judgements on 
the family might make it difficult to arrange good marriages for other children. 
Samaneh: Many Afghan women pretend that they have a happy life to 
avoid others’ criticisms because they do not want to be perceived as 
miserable, unsuccessful and embarrassing.…They value others more 
than their own happiness. I can say just 2 per cent of Afghan people will 
put themselves first. If they seek help, they will be socially disconnected 
and will be more isolated because of other’s judgements. 
An autonomous decision to leave an abusive relationship was not easily made in a 
collective culture that emphasised belonging. Diana described how a woman’s 
decision was interrelated with the family and the community: 
Diana: It is not only you live with the family, [you live with] your 
neighbours of your family, especially your community pressure that 
brings women and [make them] more confused.…It is more to do with 
the shame, blame and being isolated from the community and being 
called a bad woman or being a divorcee a big issue, so it is not the only 
that woman cannot decide, it is more to do with that. She belongs to the 
wider community. She represents her family and the community, so she 
has an extra burden on her shoulder to be a compromising housewife. 
(Interview in English) 
Roia, who had sought help in the process of leaving and divorcing her husband, 
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and Sahar, who had lived in a refuge, both reported the disapproval they 
experienced and the difficulties they encountered in the Afghan community, 
having sought help. Roia, who was abused by her husband, said many people 
talked about her private life behind her back: “After I decided to leave my 
husband, they accused me of not being patient.” Likewise, Sahar highlighted the 
issues for women when she said: “Of course, for the community, it is not good to 
leave their husband; especially the women refuge does not have the good 
reputation and name in Afghan community.”  
Perhaps unsurprisingly, many of the informants who, in Australia, had left abusive 
relationships and sought help, now tried to minimise their involvement in the 
Afghan community. However, developing relationships outside the Afghan 
community was difficult for those with low levels of English and limited 
connections with non-Afghans. As a result, being isolated and expelled from the 
community was not an outcome many women wanted to face. As Shy said, 
Afghan people’s identity tended to be anchored in the community, resulting in a 
desire to maintain their relationships within the community; community 
judgements might be an inevitable part of living inside the community. 
Most informants said that community expectations were most evident during and 
after separation and divorce. Women who obtained a divorce did not conform to 
cultural norms that portrayed women as being patient and tolerant. The stigma 
associated with divorce in the Afghan community might dissuade women from 
seeking assistance. Being a single mother might contrast with being considered a 
decent mother. Community attitudes toward single mothers tended to be negative, 




stigma associated with divorce made it difficult to marry again. Somi, a single 
mother in Australia, said: “[Afghan] people get shocked when they find out I am a 
single mother.” Sarah said that after getting help and living as a single mother, she 
no longer introduced herself to people outside the Afghan community as an 
Afghan woman, as she did not want to be part of the Afghan community. 
7.1.2 Family barriers 
Both natal and in-law families attempted to restrain Afghan women from 
disclosing abuse to outsiders and seeking help. Maintaining the status quo by 
staying in an abusive marriage was generally regarded as preferable by both a 
woman’s natal family and the family into which she had married. Furthermore, it 
was not uncommon for Afghan families to disown women who separated from or 
divorced their husbands. Sarah’s family tried to convince her to stay with her 
abusive husband: 
Sarah: In Afghanistan, I knew that my husband had flirtations with 
others, but I could not do anything because my family, particularly my 
parents, obliged me to tolerate [it] and convinced me to stay as they 
said I was married [in] white bridal clothes and should leave in the 
white dress of the dead.5 
Likewise, Fati said that if a couple faced problems, Afghan mothers would 
convince their daughters to stay with an abusive husband. 
Fati: Do you know how the young girls, newly married couples, tried to 
                                                     
5 This is a Farsi expression for women’s obligation to stay in a marital relationship. People use it 
mainly for women who leave an abusive relationship. 
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have a fight or argument, the mother tries to come down them and 
encourage to stay. You have to be with that man. It is about women, not 
about men. That is women to the right their behaviour, and forgiving 
and compromising are never expected of the men. When the newly 
married couple, they get older and they have kids, that will continue the 
cycle, that men want women to be patient [women are expected to 
continue their tolerant behaviour]. (Interview in English) 
Not only did families encourage Afghan women to stay in abusive relationships, 
they also reacted in ways that often engendered more violence against women. 
Leaving one’s husband, even if the relationship was abusive, might be deemed to 
warrant punishment. As Yas explained, disapproval of a woman’s divorce 
remained high, even in families that had lived in Australia for many years. 
Yas: Even in Australia, not many families will accept a woman after 
getting help to return [to] their natal family, because that woman acts 
outside her frame, outside family expectations and advice. As families’ 
knowledge about services is limited, so they think it is inappropriate and 
may not be acceptable to families. 
Yas said that problems were to be solved inside their family rather than by calling 
the police or approaching formal services. Likewise, Tara said that, in leaving an 
abusive relationship, a woman might place herself at risk of abuse from her natal 
family: 
Tara: Just a small number of families in the Afghan community will 
accept their daughters back after they run away from home; they may 
insult them, threaten or kill them. Many of them are fanatical and 




reputation and honour, so they should face the consequences. There are 
some women who I know ran away from their parental house; after 
[their family] found them, they beat them to death. 
Such actions might be considered justified as their duty to ensure that a woman 
acted in accord with what they and the community considered appropriate. It is 
worth mentioning that many Afghan women felt the need to return to their 
parental home rather than set up a home on their own. Even if they planned to live 
independently, family approval was still crucial. Samaneh said it was the 
importance of marriage for Afghan families that led them to react in this way: 
Samaneh: Afghan people believe that women should stay in their 
husband’s house either alive or dead which means you should stay there 
and never [go] back to the parental house. Other people will judge your 
family by your marital relationships. If you get divorced, your sisters 
might not be able to find a good husband. 
Accordingly, seeking formal help was also assumed to bring shame and disgrace 
to the family, to ruin and besmirch the family reputation and honour. Many 
women therefore stayed with an abusive husband out of concern for their family’s 
reputation and risk of  humiliation in front of others. Furthermore, women were 
presumed to be the guardians of their family reputation, and therefore responsible 
for being a good guardian, loyal and dedicated to their family and community. 
Anita highlighted the role of family in deterring women from seeking help rather 
than face the consequences: 
Anita: Although many [Afghans in Australia] give freedom to Afghan 
women in their family, still [a] considerable minority do not respect 
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women, like my family friend who arranged an engagement for the 12-
year old daughter. She does not want to go through with the marriage, 
but the family believe other people will talk behind their back as a 
family that cannot control their daughter and cannot keep a promise.…I 
know some people who have lived in Australia for more than 15 years, 
but still, the family reputation is the main concern for them. Afghan 
families understand that there is freedom in Australia, but they limit 
themselves because of people’s judgement. 
As seen above, fear of disgrace could lead some Afghan families to oppose a 
woman’s decision to leave an abusive situations, even though the family might 
know about women’s right to choose to leave a relationship. Sarah’s experience 
after seeking help from formal services was that many people suggested that she 
must have acted out of ignorance of her family’s reputation, and particularly that 
of her father. Community members’ reactions were that she was impatient and 
disrespectful to her family. This made her feel compelled to return to her husband 
several times before finally leaving him for good. 
Coming to Australia widened the gap between Afghan women and their families 
on leaving and seeking formal help. While some women, particularly the younger 
women, were selective in their acceptance of cultural and community values 
around domestic violence and considered formal services to be a viable option for 
those in need of support, families often opposed intervention by outsiders into 
what they regarded as their private territory. 
The preference of families to live within the close-knit Afghan community in 
Australia made seeking help more complicated and even unviable for women 




other people are saying.…Family reputation is very important for the Afghan 
people.” Thus, pressure from family members often stemmed from their 
perception of community obligations and expectations. 
While Afghan families predominately opposed leaving abusive relationships and 
seeking help from formal services, some family members would nevertheless 
provide help, particularly in the form of emotional support. However, the process 
of migration often resulted in the loss of those informal supports. Those living in 
Australia whose natal family were overseas tended to hide their experiences of 
abuse from them. Dana believed that families were not able to help women who 
were experiencing abuse; therefore, women concealed these experiences from 
them. Sahar, for example, did not disclose her situation to her family, even though 
she had lived in women’s refuge for a period: 
Sahar: I did not expect [support], I have not mentioned to my family. I 
did not ask them for help; they did not know about our situation. I did 
not want them to know that I had an issue, so everything was dependent 
on myself. (Interview in English) 
Similarly, Sarah did not reveal her experience of violence to her family for a long 
time. Soon after the family found out, not only did they not help her leave the 
abusive relationship and obtain a divorce, they also tried to convince her to stay 
with her abusive husband. Angela was another who said that she and other women 
did not want to disclose abusive relationships to their family, fearing they may not 
offer enough support. 
Leila, having lived in Afghanistan with an abusive husband, said she had not 
disclosed the abuse to anyone until she decided to get divorced. She, like many 
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women, did not want to share their abuse while they were still in the relationship, 
as it might lead to stigma and shame. 
Apart from the lack of family support, another concern raised by Fati was the 
limited informal support from extended family or friends for abused Afghan 
women after immigration, making women more likely to use formal services, 
even though it might not be necessary or beneficial. She described the process of 
informal help-seeking in rural areas of Afghanistan. 
Fati: When they [Afghan women] fight with in-laws and husband they 
would go to their father’s home and stay for few nights and months or 
weeks, then their husband and in-laws go to and maybe apologise or 
whatever, they agree and come again, so that was a formality. However, 
here some people that do not have fathers or mothers [living in 
Australia], they go to the police. They do not understand they do 
something back in Afghanistan, there, you have a father or mother and 
you expect them, but here, the only choice is to go to the police. 
(Interview in English) 
As shown above, informal support, particularly from parents, might not be 
available to some Afghan women after immigration. However, it is possible that 
Fati’s knowledge of the range of formal services available in Australia was 
limited as she mentioned only the police as an option. 
7.1.3 The role of children 
Apart from the natal family and family-in-laws, children played a pivotal role in 
women’s decisions to go seek help and leave an abusive relationship, as any 




abused Afghan women stayed out of a sense that divorce would have harmful 
consequences for their children; this included those who raised this concern in 
relation to their own acts of seeking assistance. 
For some women, the idea of raising children without a father present was not 
considered viable:  
Angela: After many years of living in Australia and having information 
about social services and being fluent in English, I never considered 
seeking help, because of my children; I was thinking that my children 
might get addicted to substance abuse as a result of losing the stable life 
with both parents. I knew that I could get custody of my children, but 
still I was not sure it was a good decision for them. 
As can be seen from Angela’s statement, she remained in an abusive relationship 
due to her concerns about the negative effects of divorce on the children which 
might result in them engaging in illegal activities. There was a common view 
among the Afghan community that divorce might make the family environment 
unstable for children and hence lead them to inappropriate or unlawful activities. 
A stable environment was considered to mean a family with both parents, even if 
one partner was abusive. Additionally, women were responsible for maintaining 
family harmony and stability; they needed to sacrifice their own needs and 
tolerate violence inflicted on themselves if this protected their children from 
danger. Somi said that the most important factor in her decision to stay in an 
abusive relationship was her concern for her children’s future and the fear that 
they might become involved in criminal activities due to an unstable home 
environment. Somi’s husband had manipulated her concerns about her children to 
 204 
persuade her to stay with him. Besides, Somi was newly arrived and did not have 
enough knowledge about family law in Australia when her husband threatened her 
over the custody of their children: “My husband told me if I go through the 
process of separation, he would not give me the custody of my children.” 
Similarly, Roia said her children were a central reason why she delayed in seeking 
help. 
Roia: I did not want to leave my husband, for the sake of my 
children.…I have decided to get a divorce a couple of times, but I 
withdrew my application as I was worried about my life after divorce 
and supporting my children financially. They want to get good things, 
travel and purchase new, and high-tech devices, so I was worried that 
my separation would affect my children’s ability to have a better life. 
Being uncertain about having the financial capacity to meet their children’ needs 
made many women, like Roia, hesitant to leave a husband whose main 
responsibility was to support the household financially. 
Sarah’s children also similarly important in her decision to stay: she was worried 
her children would become socially isolated and lack emotional support from her 
husband and his family. Having limited connections with wider society in 
Australia, Sarah hoped to get support for her children through their relationships 
with her in-laws. However, consistent emotional support was not forthcoming 
from that relationship, and eventually she decided to leave her husband. 
Such stories of mothers who had considered leaving abusive relationships were 
reiterated by Maryam and Yas, who, although not experiencing domestic violence 




understand why mothers prioritised their children’s wellbeing and needs and how 
they were central to a decision to stay or leave an abusive relationship. Fati also 
elaborated on these concerns: 
Fati: If they [children] are young, if they are toddler, for the sake of 
them the women do not contact the police and do not want to be 
separated because like they think how am I going to provide life for 
them for the sake of them; again, the problem of dependency — they do 
not want to raise the children, rather they want to stay in the oppressive 
relationship. (Interview in English) 
7.1.4 Individual barriers 
Along with community and family barriers, individual factors were also important 
in women’s ability to decide to leave an abusive relationship and seek help. These 
individual barriers included women’s perspective and sense of dependency, fear, 
and their language proficiency. This section discusses these barriers in detail. 
Women’s dependency and perception of domestic violence 
As discussed in section 5.1, various forms of non-physical violence risked not 
being taken seriously. Informants believed that Afghan women might therefore 
not seek help for those forms of violence or might simply ignore them, not being 
aware of the services available for them. Hence, some informants, such as Yas, 
believed that women’s mindsets and knowledge played important roles in help-
seeking. Some believed that those for whom violence was an acceptable norm, 
were less likely to perceive help-seeking as necessary. Sahar, for example, said: 
“Unfortunately, it is huge, and it is an acceptable norm for them. If a woman is 
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hitting by her husband, it is not reported.” She said that some women’s decisions 
to stay were due to their perception that abuse was the norm rather than a 
violation of women’s rights. Women’s attitudes and internal values might 
legitimise the abuse and even make them value women who endured violence. 
Angela said that she did not approach services because she had been brought up to 
be an obedient eastern woman and could not separate herself from these taught 
values. 
In addition, some women possibly perceived their fate as out of their control, and 
so might make no effort to change it. Accordingly, by accepting their experiences 
as destiny, some women were led to endure domestic violence instead of seeking 
help. Sona, for instance, criticised those women who simply believed their future 
was out of their hands, and made no attempt to change it. 
Another barrier to women seeking help that informants raised was dependency on 
male members of the family. While women’s path to independence is mainly 
achieved through education, employment and the actual experience of 
independence, many informants highlighted Afghan culture as having the opposite 
effect, through the way women were raised and the limitations placed on their 
autonomy. Informants believed that the way in which many Afghan women were 
raised result in them being passive, subordinate and dependent. Hence, they might 
not be confident in their ability to live independently after separation and divorce.  
Fati: One of the reasons [that women stay in an abusive relationship] is 
a dependency; they are very dependent on someone else, there is always 
someone else, either father, husband or whatever. It is the feeling of 




This dependency can be a barrier to seek help and make women feel incompetent 
in help-seeking. Fati also said that while some women were well-educated and 
knew about services, they were still emotionally and mentally dependent, and 
therefore would not disclose abuse. 
Fati: It is mentally even they are perfectly well enough to live by 
themselves, but they think they cannot. The lack of confidence and the 
mentality and they have never experience independence, even for a 
short period. For unmarried, they are with the fathers, and for married 
they are within the law. (Interview in English) 
Since men were mainly responsible for the household in Afghan culture, many 
Afghan women had been brought up without exposure to the possibility of living 
independently. Not only might this be a frightening prospect, but they might also 
lack confidence in their ability to live independently. 
Women’s dependency on men might also be rooted in the interrelated factors 
mentioned by Sahar, such as women’s lack of knowledge, education and job 
skills, which contributed to make many women uncertain about their future. These 
obstacles combined with the traditional way of raising girls in Afghan culture and 
being socially excluded and feeling isolated in Australia. Hence, Afghan women 
were potentially less confident in their capacity to live independently, despite the 
supports available for women experiencing abuse in Australia. In particular, less 
self-confident women might feel unable to approach services: 
Yas: [An Afghan woman] may not have the self-confidence to go 
through the help-seeking process, as they do not know about others’ 
ideas [outside the Afghan community]. There is another layer for an 
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Afghan woman. Therefore, Afghan women want to solve the problem 
inside their family. 
Fati: It is the feeling of powerlessness in front of Australian agencies; 
they just are too hesitant to go. If you noticed an immigrant Afghan 
woman standing in front of the agencies, their self-esteem and self-
confidence are very low. What contributes to lack of education, the 
language, they do not work — most of them are a housewife. (Interview 
in English) 
The women’s feelings of being unable to present themselves due to a lack of 
education, previous experience and/or low command of English, could hinder 
them from seeking help. 
Financial dependence 
Financial dependence, which was particularly an issue for those women who were 
not in employment, was a considerable barrier to leaving abusive relationships. As 
Fati said: “Even if they have their own payment from Centrelink, if they do not 
work, they do not think they can live by themselves.” Similarly, Nasrin said that 
while the Australian Government would help women after divorce and separation, 
women did not have the self-confidence or strength to live independently. 
Financially dependency was raised as a barrier by Roia, who had been abused by 
her husband for a long time. Being financially dependent was one reason why 
Roia was ambivalent about seeking help and leaving her husband. She feared that 
finding work would be difficult for her after divorce, while other resources and 
financial support and Centrelink benefits would not enough for her to support her 




finally leaving him. The decision for Roia to end the relationship was not a simple 
one, due to the many interrelated factors affecting her life. Eventually, she 
decided to terminate the marriage to give a better life to herself and her children. 
Roia’s family supported her decision as they believed they had made a mistake in 
arranging her marriage and their decision had been unfair to her. 
Financial worries were an important barrier to seeking help in Afghanistan 
compared with Australia where some financial support and benefits are available: 
Somi: Many women in Afghanistan do not have financial support after 
divorce as we have in Australia with Centrelink benefits. I can say they 
are not enough in Afghanistan, women should stay with their abusive 
husband and struggle with violence, and they cannot do anything else. 
Many women in Afghanistan had no access after divorce to financial support from 
the government or other social services, and felt they had no option but to remain 
with an abusive husband. Their natal families might not be willing or able to 
support their daughters after divorce. Several informants said that girls were 
considered extra mouths in the family needing to be fed, which was why birth 
families might be resistant to accepting women back after divorce. Besides, they 
might not wish to admit their mistake in forcing their daughter into an unhappy 
marriage. 
Fear of revenge 
According to informants, fear was an important component of domestic violence 
against women, and led women to be apprehensive about seeking assistance or 
leave an abusive relationship. The brutal consequences for some Afghan women 
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who escaped from abusive relationships and sought formal help, such as acid 
attacks and murder, served as a deterrent to others who feared their actions might 
provoke a similar response. 
Angela:  Honestly, the first thing is fear of revenge, and there [are] 
many cases in Afghanistan, so women will take it seriously. Some 
husbands have killed their wives because they got divorced. So, even if a 
woman gets a divorce, she always will be afraid of the 
consequences.…Women should have the opportunity to go to 
counsellors to confront their fears. 
Women’s fears might not be the result of their own experiences alone; the 
repercussions borne by other women for similar actions showed them what could 
happen if they left an abusive relationship and sought help. Sarah felt the fear 
deeply, as she witnessed physical abuse against her sister-in-law and this had 
increased her hesitation to seek help. 
Sarah: When I remembered that they beat my sister-in-law, I was really 
scared. They threatened to beat me as well. That day, I decided to stay 
silent, no matter what happened to me because I was afraid of their 
actions. 
Hence, fear and control could be established through the actions against other 
women in the family. 
Leila, who experienced fear and long-term distress from an abusive husband, said 
that fear might not end with divorce, as threats often continued afterwards. Fear 
stemmed from the continuing, comprehensive threats made by the partner and his 




abusive relationships and seek help. Leila added that the main reason for women 
not reporting violence was the deep and real fear involved in the relationships. 
Diana also noted that the fear was comprehensive and long-lasting, and might 
affect a woman’s family as well. 
Diana: If the woman leaves the house or the woman calls the police, 
then she is making him [the husband] more aggressive. Then the 
perpetrator will be like hold on a second, what are you doing here, you 
should be in this home to be at home with me, you leave in this house so 
he or she or anyone the perpetrator will be more aggressive, and the 
risks are higher when they leave the abusive relationship.…and if the 
woman leaves the relationships, the perpetrator will threaten to hurt her 
family overseas. Because if the victim has the family overseas, the 
perpetrator has the family overseas too. (Interview in English) 
As can be seen, leaving an abusive relationship and seeking help could trigger 
aggressive responses from men as they sought to assert their power and control 
over women. Somi told of her fears of making the relationship even more hostile 
and consequently staying in her situation. This was particularly an issue for 
women who might be uncertain about leaving their husbands permanently. Fear of 
further conflict with their husbands led some to avoid seeking assistance. Rose 
believed that for those who wanted their relationship to continue, involving the 
police and other services reduced the likelihood of the marriage surviving. 
The fear of seeking help was not merely about the consequences of their actions; 
the process itself could be frightening for Afghan women in Australia, as many 
remarked. In previous countries, seeking help had been an oppressive, not 
supportive, experience, which made many hesitate to do so again.  
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A few informants, particularly those who came to Australia on a spouse visa or 
sponsored visa, mentioned the fear of being deported from Australia makes some 
women hesitant to seek help. However, coming to Australia gave some women, 
such as Roia, the confidence to overcome fears of an abusive husband, and Tala to 
cancel the forced marriage. 
Language proficiency 
Many informants spoke about language as an important barrier to seeking help in 
Australia. Sarah commented on the role of the English language on seeking help 
after coming to Australia, as the first person she was able to disclose her abusive 
experience was a Persian caseworker, someone who spoke the same language as 
her. Samaneh, a community worker with abused Afghan women, said the 
language barrier impeded many women in seeking help. 
The language barrier related not merely to accessing and contacting services, but 
also to being unaware of the range and type of the services available in Australia. 
Informants said that those who did not have a good command of English might be 
unaware of the range of services available for women experiencing abuse. Sahar 
remarked on the crucial role language played in gaining relevant knowledge: 
Sahar: If you do not know the languages, especially if you cannot speak 
English, you are not aware of your rights and women rights in 
Australia. Even regarding men, of course, you will not report it [abuse]. 
If something happens, women who do not know the English do not seek 





Accordingly, the decision to seek help was based principally on one’s 
understanding and insight into women’s rights and available services, and then on 
her ability to access those using English. As Fati said, those who cannot speak or 
communicate in English might not be able to seek help: “What contributes is lack 
of education and language.…If the woman can speak English, so English is not 
the language barrier, but if they cannot, it could be.”  
Likewise Angela, fluent in English herself, said that knowledge of English was 
essential in seeking help and a lack of English deterred many Afghan women: 
Angela: I think those who cannot speak English do not know about the 
world around them. They do not know about the services and resources 
that they can use, they do not know how to search for information as 
they may not know how to use a computer and the Internet. Some of 
them have the limitation [of being unable] to drive and go outside their 
family; they do not have the address of services. If they cannot read or 
write and check the websites, how they can get the information? 
Lack of English skills might be exacerbated by the new element of living in a new 
country for newly arrived Afghan women. As noted by Shy, dialling 000 (the 
emergency services telephone number in Australia) was not necessarily straight 
forward for a woman who did not have the skills to use a smartphone in English. 
In addition to accessing services at the point of leaving an abusive relationship, 
English language proficiency was also an issue in respect of the need for ongoing 
support. Roia said her inadequate English skills had been a mental barrier to 
confidently contacting support services. “My problem was not only the language 
to contact services; my other concern also was my limited language skills to work 
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after divorce.” Not having the language hindered not only her access to services, 
but also her confidence about managing life after divorce. 
The role of language was also important for those who sought shelter in a 
women’s refuge. Sarah, for instance, felt lonely and isolated in the refuge, as she 
could not communicate with others. The loneliness led her to leave the women’s 
refuge and return to an abusive relationship. Hence, not only was having the 
ability and confidence to speak English remarkably important for women in 
gaining knowledge and access to services, it also played a crucial role in the 
process of being helped and beyond. 
7.1.5 Other barriers to women deciding to leave an abusive relationship 
While there were certainly barriers to seeking help and leaving an abusive 
relationship, remaining in a marriage could also bring perceived benefits for some 
women that outweighed the advantages of leaving. This could be a further barrier 
for them to seek help. This was particularly so if they found the experience of 
fulfilling their family and community expectations a rewarding one, or if the 
relationship brought power or status, which they would lose should they leave. 
Diana: Because when she is in the relationship, she knows she can play 
smart, she can somehow manipulate her husband to be nice or play the 
husband and the family. However, as soon as she leaves the 
relationship, then the risk increases for herself.…Telling her what 
would happen to you if you stay, what would happen to you if you 
leave….Because then it could be more catastrophic, more disaster. 
(Interview in English) 




staying in an abusive marriage. Leaving a marriage involved leaving not only 
one’s husband but also his family. Fati mentioned the situation of women in her 
family, and said she respected her sister-in-law’s decision to stay in her marriage 
“because she does not want to ruin her relationship with our family”. 
Besides, some women’s definitions of “good woman” attributes of patience and 
tolerance could make them willing to fulfil others’ expectations by acting 
perfectly in line with Afghan culture and values. As a result, they tended to stay in 
an abusive relationship so as to be regarded as a dedicated and blameless woman. 
In contrast, Shy said that because many in the Afghan community would blame 
the woman for separation, any behaviour or even what the clothes the woman 
wore soon after the divorce would attract criticism as inappropriate and designed 
to deceive other men into a relationship. As a result, separation would bring more 
limitations for some women. 
7.2 Seeking help from informal networks and formal services 
7.2.1 Seeking support from informal networks 
Informal support for domestic violence consists of family, friends and community 
members. As discussed earlier, the likelihood of family was complicated and 
potentially less available after immigration, while the role of friends and 
community could also change on moving to Australia. Nevertheless, according to 
Afghan culture, informal networks were still likely to be the first group from 
which many Afghan women would seek assistance in an abusive relationship. 
Fati: It is possible to reconcile informally before they go to court 
because most of the time the newly married couples do not know how to 
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live — that is one reason they cannot communicate.…They intervene 
and [advise] how to live and how to eliminate the violence. It might help 
here, but there is no such as thing available. They do not have families 
[or] if they have a family [they] are the same groups as them. So, back 
in Afghanistan, the elders would come, and rishsefid or bozorga 
[elders] reconcile between couples. If you are happy or not happy, you 
should go and continue with them. The differences are that rishsefid do 
not educate them on how to live, just say it is not a good thing to 
divorce. There is no such informal support from the community here 
[for Afghan women in Australia]. (Interview in English) 
Fati believed that community leaders and elders played a crucial role in 
reconciling couples and mediating disputes. Hence, as everyone in the family 
trusted the elders, the couple might accept their advice to continue the 
relationship. Although Fati admitted that elders might not have adequate 
knowledge about domestic violence, she believed that their role was beneficial for 
some, and that many Afghan young couples did not have this support or option for 
help in Australia.  
Similarly, Yas said that elders played a paramount role in supporting young 
couples in Afghanistan, and the absence of such support for Afghan women in 
Australia meant they were more likely to turn to formal processes that made 
returning to a relationship difficult.  
However, turning to the Afghan community in Australia for support was also not 
without its difficulties. Afghan community members might come from different 
places and countries and have little in common apart from identifying as Afghan. 




for Afghan women. Hence, Afghan women in Australia did not have access to 
informal support, particularly if they had lost their friends and informal supports 
by moving to Australia. 
7.2.2 Seeking assistance from formal services 
This section presents the experiences of those participants who approached formal 
Australian support services. Approaching services commonly starts by contacting 
the police, domestic violence services or courts. As discussed, the decision to 
contact such services depended not only on the crucial role of family approval, but 
also on one’s knowledge and understanding of the services available and the 
consequences of approaching them. Hence, lack of knowledge and awareness 
about Australia’s legal systems were potential barriers to seeking help. 
For Sahar, who came to Australia on a spouse visa and experienced violence and 
coercive control by her husband, the decision to leave came as a result of 
becoming more aware of women’s rights and more confident in seeking help. She 
left her husband and stayed for a period in a women’s refuge and safe house, but 
returned to her husband after he showed regret and changed his behaviour. By 
contrast, Roia, who had been in Australia for four years, did end her marriage, 
despite many difficulties in doing so. 
Roia: Although I am a coward to do such a thing, it [abuse] was 
unbearable, so I asked myself why I should tolerate it. Everybody told 
me to stay with my husband, but I am not a 14-year-old girl.…My 
husband beat me. I am a grown woman; I am 32 years old, I want to be 
independent and decide for myself. In this country, I feel loneliness and 
my husband is supposed to be my companion, but instead he is abusive, 
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so I do not get any support from him. I had the confidence to end this 
relationship. I had not left my husband for the sake of my children, but I 
could not stay any more. 
Sarah: If I had stayed in Afghanistan, obviously I could not seek help, 
there are no centres to help women, and they have limited services. 
Many people call the shelters “brothels” so you can guess what 
happens if you want to go there. After my husband and family-in-law 
abused me, I got depressed, and I was really upset. I talked to a Persian 
caseworker, and she arranged everything for me and transferred me to 
the shelter home. 
As Sarah says, coming to Australia made help-seeking viable and accessible and 
gave her the confidence to leave her husband and stay in a women’s refuge. She 
eventually decided to seek a divorce; when her family were informed, they asked 
her to cancel her divorce request. At the time, her mother was unwell and claimed 
her health would be compromised by a marriage breakdown in the family, hence 
she had stayed in her marriage for a while 
The knowledge that Tala gained from her caseworker was critical for her in 
terminating her engagement. Tala’s family had arranged the marriage and 
continued to exert pressure on her to marry, even after she arrived in Australia. 
After she found a job that brought her financial independence, and her caseworker 
helped her to find a place to live independently for a period, she left her family. 
Tala said that before coming to Australia, she would not have felt able to confront 
her family, but the independence she gained in Australia gave her the confidence 




Leila, who divorced her husband while still in Afghanistan, described the process: 
Leila: It was the last chance to get rid of that abusive husband.…I did 
not have anything left to lose. It was triggered by my husband’s refusal 
to [let me] go to my parent's house as always, but this time, l left the 
house and did not return. It was the first time that I had told my family 
about his abusive behaviour [after 7 years]; they were shocked. 
Leila’s natal family, particularly the men, fully supported her decision to separate, 
and without such support it would have been difficult to obtain a divorce in 
Afghanistan. She said that the judge had respected her decision to divorce because 
her father was alongside her, indicating the approval of male members of the 
family. Without family support, she would not have had the confidence to deal 
with the male-dominated Afghan court and gain its agreement that her decision 
was rational and reliable. Nevertheless, despite her father’s support, the process 
was tough and at times precarious: 
Leila: The process of divorce was really difficult for me, although I had 
my father’s support. Still, it was difficult. Compared to us, Australian 
women can get a divorce several times, and no one would judge them. 
Because many Afghan judges privilege family integrity, they will not grant 
women a divorce without solid reasons and family support. In a legal system that 
preferences men, a woman’s claims or even proof of violence may not be 
considered sufficient reason to grant a divorce. 
In addition to approaching services for themselves, some informants supported 
women as caseworkers or interpreters. While reporting abuse might not be easy 
for newly-arrived women due to their unfamiliarity with services, Yas believed 
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that Afghan people would eventually learn how to report domestic violence. 
Yas: It is highly probable that a newly arrived Afghan woman would 
not report an abusive experience since she may face wide and big 
community disapproval. Besides, she does not know much about the 
Australian social system; she may not have friends outside the 
community. Eventually, she will learn how to report domestic violence. 
Not only was seeking help an unfamiliar path for Afghan women but doing so 
could lead to uncertainty and anxiety about the future. Sona described how a 
multiplicity of factors made seeking help a complex and multifaceted process. The 
decision to go down such an unfamiliar path as well as the onerous potential 
consequences made many hesitant to contact formal services providers. 
A few informants such as Tara were therefore adamant that, unless the abuse was 
severe, maintaining the family’s dignity required not using formal services or 
police intervention; women should attempt to solve their problems within the 
family rather than besmirch the family’s reputation by calling the police. 
Furthermore, not only might women be reluctant to call the police unless they 
perceived the situation to be serious, Australian police were also potentially not 
interested in intervening unless the violence was physical: 
Fati: For example, I have been a witness of abusive action that a 
brother abused her sister-in-law. [That woman called the police and] 
the police came but did nothing. The first time police came, there were 
no sign of physical violence and just the shouting and arguing. The lady 
said that I am going to stay with my friend, and the police said okay and 
took her and dropped her in the friend's house.…What surprised me 




7.2.3 Women’s experience of and ideas about women’s refuges 
Women believed that within the Afghan community, perceptions of women’s 
refuges tended to be negative, with much opposition to the existence of shelters. 
Nevertheless, some Afghan women, including a few informants in this study, had 
decided to stay in a women’s refuge. In this section, the experiences of three 
women who stayed in Australian women’s refuge will first be discussed, and then 
other informants’ perspectives explored. 
Women who had lived in a women’s refuge described their experience as pleasant 
and positive, despite the cultural differences. Sarah approached services which 
referred her to a women’s refuge when she was newly-arrived in the country. She 
described her experience: 
Sarah: The only issue was my language, and it was difficult for me as I 
could not speak English. Otherwise, my experience in a women’s refuge 
was very good; they were kind to me and my kids. Although I had a 
hijab, I never felt that I was different. After a while, I met my family in-
laws; they asked me to return to their home as they regretted their 
abusive behaviour. They said that it was not their fault, other people 
persuaded them to beat me. I returned to the house, as I had not talked 
to anyone for almost a year in the shelter. I was lonely without a 
companion. 
The main concern for Sarah was loneliness due to lack of communication with 
people in her language. Without friends and family to communicate with, the 
feeling of loneliness led her to return to her husband and in-laws’ house. 
Returning from the women’s refuge not only did not change her in-laws’ 
behaviour towards her but rather provoked more violence against her as a 
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punishment for her act of going to the shelter without permission. They accused 
her of being with other men in that period. As a result, she left the house again 
and stayed in a women’s refuge for the second time. 
Sahar was transferred to the public house after a period of living in a women’s 
refuge, which helped her to concentrate on her study. She described her 
experience of the refuge as positive and said it had inspired her to continue her 
education. She also noted some concerns for those who lived in women’s refuges: 
Sahar: You live with someone who escaped from an abusive husband, 
some of them have the experience of using drugs or alcohol, and it is 
also not pleasant to live with them. For me, it was different from the 
beginning; I said I wanted to study, I wanted a quiet and comfortable 
place [which they provided]. (Interview in English) 
According to Sahar, although some women may face different challenges and 
experience, her experience was as good as she wanted. She also illustrated other’s 
perception about herself and those that use services: 
Sahar: Going to the refuge for some men means women’s desire to be 
with other men. They have a very wrong perception about this.…Of 
course, they are wrong; I was away from my husband for a long time. It 
was not happening to me [be involved in other relationship]. Of course, 
for the community it is not good to leave the husband, especially the 
women refuge does not have a good reputation and name in the Afghan 
community.…Afghan women like me who escape from violence and 
lived in women refuge for a couple of months, people talk about them. 




Women like Sahar who chose to stay in a women’s refuge were regarded as acting 
wrongly by many in the Afghan community. For those who believed that 
women’s natural place was inside the house, leaving home without the permission 
of the husband or male guardian could be perceived as immoral and inappropriate 
behaviour. 
Somi also stayed in a women’s refuge for a short time. Although she did not 
describe her experience in detail, she said that Afghan women might not have the 
self-confidence to stay there because of religious and other cultural differences, 
including hijab. The main concern for her had been that it was unclear where she 
would go after leaving the women’s refuge. 
Alongside those who had stayed in a shelter, other informants expressed their 
ideas about women’s refuges, particularly those who worked as interpreters or 
caseworkers. Yas, for example, worked as an interpreter in a shelter. 
Yas: For a woman who had her own house and everything, going to a 
women’s refuge is very difficult, as she must give up everything, 
memories and belongings. A shelter may not be suitable for an Afghan 
woman with a different culture, hijab and beliefs. She may not have the 
self-confidence to meet other people from different communities; they do 
not know much about others’ ideas. 
In other words, going to a women’s refuge was considered an undesirable option 
for Afghan women. Many informants argued that the uncertainty and unclear 
outcomes of using the service made women ambivalent to seek help to leave.  
Nasrin: They do not like being in the shelter forever; they want to have 
their own house especially those who have children. They do not want to 
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leave their house for an unclear and uncertain future. They do not need 
a big house; they just want to be independent. I think uncertainty in the 
shelters and their fear of going back to their husband’s house make 
them reluctant to seek help. 
Moving to a shelter is often the first step in leaving an abusive relationship for 
many women in Australia; but if they do not want to stay in a temporary and 
uncertain shelter, they may not seek help from the beginning. 
Apart from those who had experienced women’s refuges as residents or 
interpreters, other informants noted that Afghan women would not go to a refuge 
even in Australia. This included informants such as Samaneh, who worked to 
reduce domestic violence in the Afghan community, and who insisted that Afghan 
women would not use a women’s shelter. Alternatively, it is possible that Afghan 
women who had stayed in refuges did not let it be known within their community 
or did not disclose within the refuge that they were Afghan. 
7.2.4 Australian domestic violence services: strengths and limitations 
Several informants provided insights into Australian domestic violence services, 
either from their experience of using these services or from working as 
interpreters and caseworkers. However, irrespective of having had contact with 
these services, informants were aware of domestic violence services being 
available and accessible for Afghan women in Australia. As Nasrin noted, many 
health services as a matter of course ask women about their situation at home, 
providing an opportunity to make them aware of services for domestic violence. 
Nevertheless, for most informants, contacting services would only occur after first 




Those who sought help in Australia, despite some challenges in getting services, 
and criticism from family and community, described the process in positive terms. 
Sarah, for instance, was grateful for the support that she got from Australian 
domestic violence services. She described service providers as “saviours”. 
Sarah: Some people complain about the services. For me, it was more 
than enough. It was perfect. They helped me in many ways including 
psychologically and financially. I was not confident in going out alone, 
but now I am confident and independent, and that all happened through 
the support services. 
Likewise Somi, who experienced domestic violence and was divorced in 
Australia, said that accessing the services was straightforward for many women. 
At the same time, she suggested improving the policy of expanding long-term 
support for women in abusive situations to enhance their likelihood of seeking 
help, as some were hesitant because the process was unclear and the prospect of 
finite, short-term support unsettling. 
One of Roia’s concerns was that the priorities of service providers and what they 
could offer did not meet her needs. Her priority was to obtain a permanent place 
to live independently, while what was on offer was counselling. This did not 
provide the assurance she needed that the agency would be able to help her to 
secure long-term accommodation. Diana, who worked as a caseworker, suggested 
the process of delivering services was not always consistent or long-term. 
Diana: The services I can say are there just for a period. So, there is not 
good co-work within the service providers. For example, let’s put it in 
this way, if she wants to cultural support she will go to inTouch; [while] 
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InTouch cannot provide all services, so she needs to go to Windermere 
to get financial support, and she does not have the house, so she needs 
to go to housing services. So there is not a good communication 
between the services. (Interview in English) 
As can be seen, each individual service provider might not be able to respond to 
all the needs that Afghan women have, and a woman might require the assistance 
of several agencies. However, lack of coordination and communication between 
services and between agencies could lead to confusion and delays in delivering 
support. Furthermore, the differing policies and procedures in various agencies 
could be bewildering for Afghan women. Diana also noted the need for culturally 
appropriate service provision: 
Diana: Also, refuge support, then these mainstream services might not 
have enough knowledge about culture. They do not know the language 
of the woman. So, they should be more sensitive, toward the women to 
be careful about how they are questioning the woman, and how they are 
tackling the issue.…So, good communication between the mainstream 
services and also the community would help. They should co-work well 
with mainstream providers, and also advise service providers to 
communicate well within themselves too. (Interview in English) 
Some informants criticised Australian domestic violence services as being 
dominated by white Australian culture and possibly not inclusive of other people 
from other backgrounds. Afghan women who were unsure their needs would be 
understood might find it difficult to trust these services.  
Sahar: I think there are some issues with the services because when the 




is lack of trust, they think they are from totally different culture, how 
they can be trusted, how [the services] would be good for me. (Interview 
in English) 
Angela also suggested that domestic violence services needed to have a better 
cultural understanding of the Afghan community and cultural factors that 
contributed to domestic violence in this community. Her solution was to enhance 
the cultural diversity of those delivering the services. Yas elaborated, remarking 
that Afghan women’s situations comprised many layers created through the 
complex interweaving of cultural, religious and social factors alongside the 
immigration experience. As such, white Australian services providers might not 
realise the precarious position that seeking help might place Afghan women in. 
Similarly, Fati criticised services for lack of cultural understanding of Afghan 
community concerns and considerations. She said that if people from culturally 
diverse backgrounds worked with Afghan women, they might have a better 
understanding of the issues involved. “Since the resources for the police or other 
services are limited, their cultural understandings are very limited in the 
department of justice or other social services.” Fati suggested recruiting Afghan 
women to work in the community to enhance their cultural understanding and 
ability to assist women experiencing abuse. Shy also believed that despite the 
government’s intention to deliver services which addressed the cultural diversity 
of the Australian community, many services were still unable to provide culturally 
sensitive services. 
However, Angela said that, irrespective of the appropriateness of services offered 
by domestic violence agencies, the disposition of women remained critical. In 
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particular, she suggested that those who were less mature might not be able to 
manage the process of seeking help. 
Angela: The services are good for women, but some women with trivial 
arguments will go to the services and destroy their marital life. Some 
think they are free, so they give up so easily on their marriage. They 
may misuse the services. However, the services are beneficial for those 
who have been in an abusive situation. So [using the services] might be 
problematic for those who cannot realise when they should use the 
services. 
From Angela’s perspective, those who lacked patience and made no effort to 
improve their relationship might seek help from services in less serious situations. 
However, most informants assumed that support services were there for serious 
and severe domestic violence. Consequently, women were advised to stay and be 
patient with some abusive behaviour from their partners if it was not severe, in 
order to avoid any negative impact on their relationships. This reflected an 
understanding that domestic violence services principally served as the way to 
obtain a divorce, and were therefore not suitable for those still wanting to preserve 
their marriage. Dana said that inappropriate use might result in depression and 
anxiety. Similarly, Tara proposed that women should only use services when they 
had no other option. 
Caseworkers 
As mentioned above, some women criticised Australian domestic violence 
services as unable to provide culturally appropriate services. At the same time, 




Community judgements about help-seeking have already been mentioned as 
major concerns for Afghan women, and seeking assistance from members might 
engender consequences. Interestingly, those who had worked for domestic 
violence services either as a caseworker or interpreter, on the other hand, implied 
that the presence of Afghan caseworkers was mainly beneficial. 
Diana believed that, regardless of the caseworker’s nationality, they should be 
well aware of the issues facing services users, and help them to meet their needs. 
She also believed that the caseworker should check their clients and conduct 
thorough planning with them to set long-term goals. 
Diana: I cannot say that services that provide case management to be 
[from the community], they should train the caseworker to be up to date 
on a daily basis. Because the clients and the caseworkers share the 
same culture, same language, then in some cases, I can say some clients 
might not be comfortable to share the story with the person that they 
already know the culture and their language, whereas the same clients 
might be comfortable with other culture. It is not to do with the 
caseworker that cannot do with his or her work right; it just brings all 
the comfort zone together. (Interview in English) 
As Diana said, some women might prefer a caseworker from the same culture 
while others would not feel comfortable with this. Sahar, who had experienced 
domestic violence and sought assistance, opposed the presence of an Afghan 
caseworker when receiving services. 
Sahar: I totally agree [with not wanting an Afghan caseworker]. Some 
women do not want to reveal their issues to other Afghan people. I had 
this experience that I did not want to reveal my issue to Afghan women 
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and men.  
Similarly, Leila said there was a concern that Afghan caseworkers would not 
maintain confidentiality: 
Leila: Many Afghan caseworkers may not keep the confidentiality of 
Afghan women because, according to Afghan culture, many do not keep 
confidentiality. Besides, their mindsets are oppressive to women, 
therefore women do not trust them. So, I think Afghan service providers 
should be changed to employ professionals from another community. 
Other than the issue of confidentiality, Leila was concerned that the mindset of 
Afghan services providers might mean they condoned oppression and violence 
against women. Similarly, Shy, who had been abused by a community member, 
noted that the male Afghan caseworker she saw exacerbated her experience of 
oppression. Although the caseworker was not with a dedicated domestic violence 
service provider, she said that many women in abusive situations who were newly 
arrived in Australia would approach him, because the agency was the only service 
in that regional area known to have an Afghan worker. She too commented that he 
could not be trusted to maintain confidentiality. 
Interpreters and translators 
Some Afghan women are only able to access services in Australia with the aid of 
an interpreter. While Australian domestic violence services will provide 
interpreters for those who are not proficient in English, some informants raised 
concerns about the use of interpreters with an Afghan background. Given that 




community, the presence of an Afghan interpreter acted as a potential deterrent to 
women disclosing relevant information. 
Nasrin: If you get Afghan interpreters, it is highly probable you know 
them, or you may meet them in the future. I have met all my interpreters, 
and some of them were family friends because we know each other in 
the Afghan community. For instance, my sister had an Afghan 
interpreter, she knew us, so we did not want her to know our issues. I 
can say, I have met every single interpreter from the Afghan community, 
and therefore I suggest phone interpreters. 
Regardless of the skills of an interpreter, the main concern of women was that 
they did not want to disclose their abuse to someone whom they might know and 
likely meet again in another context. While this is an issue for many immigrant 
groups, Leila believed it was particularly a concern in the Afghan community 
because Afghan culture did not traditionally place a strong value on it 
confidentiality. In addition, she had concerns about being offered inappropriate 
services, as some family members and friends had experienced. Leila suggested 
that these difficulties could be overcome by using interpreters from other 
nationalities who spoke Afghan languages. 
It is necessary to note that the perception of Afghan interpreters as unable to 
maintain confidentiality may be an overstatement. For Yas, who worked as an 
interpreter for Afghan women experiencing abuse, maintaining confidentiality 
was always a priority, and she was well aware of their concerns about shame and 
blame. Other informants who worked as interpreters made similar statements. 
Therefore, fears about confidentiality might be more perception than reality. 
However, while this perception remains, many Afghan women are likely to 
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continue to be reluctant to disclose their issues in the presence of another 
community member. 
Finally, Samaneh commented on the problem of professional interpreters using 
expressions not understood by many Afghan women. Hence, she suggested that it 
might be better not to use a professional interpreter in some contexts. 
7.2.5 Differences between Australian and Afghan domestic violence services 
Those who compared services in Afghanistan and Australia spoke of the 
difference between the two contexts. Tara said: “Unlike Afghanistan, there are 
services available for women. Abused women just need to dial triple zeros, and 
the police will come to help.” Many informants described the positive impact of 
Australian services, particularly compared to Afghanistan. 
Some women were also able to comment on domestic violence services in 
Afghanistan, which they described as inconsistent or varyingly accessible for all 
women who need them. Moreover, such services were often under threat of 
closure. 
The complexity and uncertainty of services in Afghanistan could also be 
understood from Leila’s description of going through court to obtain a divorce. 
She said that support services for women, including financial and accommodation 
services, were insufficient, which caused many women to be cautious about going 
seeking help and support. Complex and intertwined barriers alongside the 
shortage of services available for women potentially made seeking help unviable 





Sahar: Although I do not have direct contacts with [women who have 
used shelters], I read the news and report about them. I know there 
some women shelter, they do not have like we have in Australia, which 
they have many women refuge, they support women very well. 
[Conversely], in Afghanistan even those women who escape from 
violence, they are not viewed as good women. Although they experience 
violence, even the authorities, do not positively look at them. (Interview 
in English) 
As mentioned above, the services were limited and unlikely to improve without 
major policy change. These concerns led many women to stay in relationships 
until they became unbearable. As Fati said: “Afghan women resist going there 
until they cannot take any more, so they end up in police or court or any other 
social services.” Women would be unwilling to use services unless violence was 
severe, although it was not clear how severe the violence would need to be for 
women to decide to seek help.  
Fati also illustrated the differences between two countries concerning services 
available for women: 
Fati: It is very tough in Afghanistan; I tell a woman to leave, where are 
they going to go? Who are they going to live with? That is a tough thing, 
cannot say anything. Here in Australia, I can advise them the first thing 
they go to counselling and see a counsellor.…There is no need for 
drama to get separation. (Interview in English) 
Fati was not the only participant who believed that social services in Afghanistan 
were not accessible or trustworthy. 
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Tara: Some of those living in places or regions where escaping is 
difficult, for instance those who live in the villages, they should go to the 
city, then go to the capital city where some of the shelters are. Those 
who approach police and seek help from them, they may experience 
violence from the police. As a result, many women stay in relationships 
and do nothing instead of going down this complex path. 
For those who live in rural Afghanistan, leaving an abusive relationship could be 
even more difficult as the process of seeking help was so long and complex as to 
be inconceivable.  
Diana: Sadly, there not many options for women in Afghanistan 
because the country altogether is the male-dominated country.…There 
are some services, they do not have much capacity because they might 
not have a system, they might not have enough education, they might not 
have enough knowledge about domestic violence and family violence, 
they might not have enough support from the government. That is big 
support the service would need to run service. They need the back one 
[to] support them, and this is the government. If the government is 
already a religiously male-dominated country, and how service will go 
against men? (Interview in English) 
As Diana revealed, the perception was that there were many structural and 
fundamental issues with domestic violence services in Afghanistan. Diana said 
that, along with being insufficient and inadequate, the services were often 
delivered by people with limited training and awareness; therefore, they might 
reinforce the oppression experienced by women rather than be supportive. 




help available from governmental and non-governmental organisations. Despite 
considerable financial support for Afghanistan from international aid 
organisations, informants saw no evidence that any funds had been allocated help 
women. 
Yas’s criticism was not limited to deficiency of the services; she also brought the 
issues of safety and security for those who decide to stay in shelters and safe 
houses. 
Yas: I think there are some places for abused women to stay after 
leaving their home, but women might be sexually assaulted or raped in 
prison or safe houses, because they are not safe or permanent. There 
are not enough support services after the shelter. 
The concern raised by Yas was about the safety and security of those living in 
shelters, who might not be able to report issues to the authority. So with services 
poorly organised and lacking in long-term support and strategies, many women 
were unsure about leaving an abusive situation and seeking help. Even some 
informants who had left abusive relationships in Australia suggested that they 
would not have left the abusive relationship if they were still in Afghanistan. 
7.3 Informants’ advice for women experiencing abuse 
The final section of this chapter is Afghan women’s advice for others who are in 
an abusive relationship in both Australia and Afghanistan. Many recommended 
leaving abusive relationships, but recognised that Afghan women in Australia 
might not know how to access the relevant support. Since community pressure 
and judgement were fundamental barriers to seeking help, most informants 
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believed these needed to be challenged in order to minimise this as a concern for 
women needing help. 
Diana, for instance, raised the different attitudes that different generations of 
Afghan people had towards seeking help. She, like other informants, believed that 
women aged over 40 would suggest staying and not approaching services, while 
the younger generation would strongly advise leaving. Besides, depending on 
women’s knowledge and awareness, Afghan women would advise others to use 
the available services. Diana expressed her personal view that decisions about 
leaving should be made by the women themselves and not be the result of 
pressure from others. “The best advice for abused women is to stay safe, to give 
her the number of service providers but not telling [her] that she should leave or 
stay: leaving or staying in the relationship should be her choice.” 
Irrespective of their age or level of education, many informants advised Afghan 
women in Australia to leave an abusive husband. Mahsa, for instance, 
recommended leaving an abusive relationship as women had the right to be happy 
and respected in their relationships: 
Mahsa: My recommendation would be a leave option because we are 
all human like others and everyone, significantly our partner, must 
behave and respect us. Respect, happiness and equal right for both man 
and woman are the main important parts of a relationship. (Interview in 
English) 
Sahar, who had used services in Australia, wanted Afghan women in abusive 





Sahar: I would tell them to get rid of this abusive situation. They do not 
need to live in that situation. Of course, there are always concerns, and 
they are worried about their situation in the future — if I leave my 
husband, what would be my future? I want to assure them if they leave 
their husband and violent partner, they would have a brighter future. 
They should not be worried, if they think what would happen, nothing 
would happen. (Interview in English) 
Angela also recommended leaving an abusive partner while conceding there were 
consequences to leaving: 
Angela: Abused women should leave the abusive relationship, and it is 
not important if other people look on them as immoral, even call them 
whores. There are always those who know and believe in women who 
get divorced and they understand that the woman’s situation forced 
them to leave. I also strongly recommend seeing the psychologist, as it 
will help women to face and overcome their fears. 
Likewise, Anita strongly recommended reporting abusive relationships and 
seeking assistance: women who were aged over 18 should be free as they were 
adults who could decide for themselves. Similarly, Maryam challenged those who 
placed pressure on women to stay in abusive relationships. 
While several recommended leaving abusive relationships and seeking help, this 
often involved starting with asking a family member for help. Tala, who left her 
family for a short period, believed that women should first try to solve their 
problems inside the family, and go to formal services only if these attempts failed. 
She said that seeking formal help was not the best way to address abuse, but she 
had had no other choice. 
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Some informants, despite approving of seeking help, believed it should be the 
final resort, used only in situations of severe and serious domestic violence. 
Others recommended that only those who were certain they wanted separation and 
divorce seek help outside the family. Samaneh said that women’s responses would 
depend on the severity of the abuse. In some instances, she would suggest they 
ask for counselling; for other, serious abuse, they should seek help from formal 
services and/or the police. 
Interestingly, some women, despite their knowledge of Australian social services 
and their independence and education and work in Australia, believed that many 
issues should be solved within the family, rather than risk ruining the family’s 
reputation. Mahia said that, because many Afghan families were against seeking 
help from police or other formal services, the best solution for women 
experiencing abuse was to attempt to solve their problems within the family, 
unless they had been hurt seriously like the women who had been killed in 
Australia by their Afghan partners. Likewise, Tara, a well-educated young 
woman, said that women should respect their family’s concerns about outside 
intervention and not report abuse to formal services or police. 
Recommendations for women in Afghanistan to leave abusive relationships, on 
the other hand, were not as clear and certain. Many informants were hesitant to 
suggest Afghan women in Afghanistan leave their relationships, as an oppressive 
and male-dominated society would not tolerate such actions by women. Services 
in Afghanistan were incompetent and ineffective in providing social support for 
women experiencing abuse. Nasrin, for instance, urged her sister in Afghanistan, 




receive financial support for her children and a permanent home for herself. The 
sensible advice for her sister, according to Nasrin, was to change her mindset and 
not involve her children in her problems with her husband. 
7.4 Conclusion 
Afghan women who participated in this study expressed their views and 
experience of help seeking for domestic violence, approaching domestic violence 
services providers and about the barriers to seeking help experienced by Afghan 
women. The findings revealed that the most prominent barriers for Afghan 
women in seeking help were a fear of reputational damage to their families, and 
the social norms that legitimised and condoned violence and condemned those 
who sought assistance. The tendency of Afghan people to live in close-knit 
communities that shared a language and culture and obliged women to fulfil the 
role of the obedient “good woman” was also critical, and acted as a particular 
hindrance to seeking help from formal services in Australia. 
The family also played a pivotal role in women’s decisions to stay or leave 
abusive relationships. Family reputation and honour were mentioned as barriers 
that hindered many women from seeking formal support. By staying in an abusive 
relationship, women avoid exposing their family to other people’s criticism and 
ruining their family’s reputation. Hence, women’s loyalty to their family and 
desire not to disturb them deterred many from seeking help. Besides, many 
Afghan families, particularly in Afghanistan, might not accept back a divorced 
woman who wanted to return to her birth family. Furthermore, those who had 
children wanted to avoid the negative effects of an unstable environment as well 
as the loss of financial and emotional support they needed. 
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Financial support through Centrelink benefits lessened the concerns of Afghan 
women in Australia, as it gave them an independent income to support themselves 
and their children after divorce. However, women’s confidence in their ability to 
live independently, especially in conjunction with a low command of English, was 
an important consideration for women who wanted to leave their husbands and 
live autonomously. In particular, Afghan women were concerned about finding 
work and financial support after divorce. Some women were also fearful of 
seeking assistance because of threats made by their husband and in-laws. 
Australian domestic violence services are available and accessible for Afghan 
women, and those who had sought help spoke positively about their benefits. The 
experiences of those who stayed in a women’s refuge were positive, and they 
described it as having encouraged them to become more independent.  
At the same time, some aspects of services could be improved to enhance 
women’s willingness to use them. These included long-term and permanent 
accommodation for women leaving abusive relationships. Given the instability 
many Afghan women had experienced before coming to Australia, housing 
uncertainty could be particularly stressful, and make them hesitant to leave a 
relationship that provided a stable home. 
Some informants perceived Australian domestic violence services as being unable 
to provide appropriate services for Afghan women. At the same time, there were 
concerns about Afghan caseworkers and interpreters and fears that they might not 
maintain confidentiality. However, informants who had worked as interpreters or 
caseworkers believed they played a constructive role in help-seeking, as they had 




about the role of Afghan people in providing services in Australia. 
Moving to a country with a supportive legal system and resources for women 
created many opportunities for those who experience violence to access formal 
support. On the other hand, the migration experience was often accompanied by a 
loss of access to informal and traditional supports. Since most informants said 
they would not disclose their issues to family members overseas, they could get 
no support from them. Meanwhile, the new Afghan community in Australia might 
be unable to mediate in a dispute between a couple, as would occur in 
Afghanistan, due to lack of experience. 
Finally, informants suggested that Afghan women in Australia who experienced 
severe violence should seek help and leave abusive relationships. At the same 
time, they should consider informal help for less severe violence. Although many 
informants viewed formal services positively, they broadly shared the view that 
such services were for severe and extreme situations only or for those who 
decided to leave their abusive husband permanently.  
Conversely, the advice for women in Afghanistan was mainly to hesitate before 
leaving a relationship and seeking help from services that could be unsafe and 
problematic for women. The next chapter will compare informants’ perspectives, 
experiences and barriers to seeking help to the findings of prior studies. 
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Chapter 8: Discussion 
This chapter discusses the findings in the context of existing literature and related 
theories about domestic violence and oppression. The chapter starts with a brief 
overview of the aims of the research (section 8.1). Then, what was found in the 
study about women’s perspectives of gender roles will be compared with previous 
studies (section 8.2). The following section presents women’s definitions of 
domestic violence and what should be learned from these findings (section 8.3). 
Section 8.4 presents women’s experiences of domestic violence and their ideas 
about the extent of the issue, which will again be compared with previous studies. 
Then, the barriers for Afghan women to seeking help are compared with previous 
studies to show the differences with the barriers other Muslim women face 
(section 8.5). The chapter ends with the study’s strengths and limitations (section 
8.6). 
8.1 Introduction and brief review of the aims 
Domestic violence is a deep-seated, structural and complex matter in any society. 
The findings of the present study showed that, among the Afghan community 
living in a different context like Australia, it was multifaceted and multilayered 
due to the complex interrelation of immigration, culture, religion, family and 
individual demands. As noted in section 2.2, Afghanistan has one of the highest 
rates of domestic violence, with 87 per cent of women reporting experience of 
domestic violence (UN women 2016). Displacement and insecurity have thwarted 
the Afghan Government and society in combating violence against women; so, 
moving to Australia has improved the opportunity for both women and 




aimed to explore domestic violence among Afghan women in Australia and their 
barriers to seeking help. The research questions as set out in section 1.4 were: 
1. What are the understandings of Afghan women regarding gender roles in 
the family, and have these changed since their arrival in Australia? 
2. How do Afghan women perceive and understand domestic violence? 
3. How aware are Afghan women of services available for women in 
Australia who are experiencing abuse? 
4. What are the barriers for Afghan women in seeking help from their 
informal social networks and formal service providers? 
As mentioned in chapter 3, this research was advertised on the general theme of 
health in public; nevertheless, many of those who contacted the researcher 
presumed that the research was about domestic violence, prior to gaining further 
information about the content the interview. At the time of conducting this 
research, the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence was 
implemented, and there were considerable public debates on domestic violence in 
Australia. These issues have been discussed within the Afghan community, and 
they showed awareness about the debates.  
Findings from the research were presented over four chapters, one for each of the 
four overarching themes that emerged. The following sections compare these 
findings with prior studies to highlight differences and similarities and more 
importantly, show the new knowledge obtained through the present study.  
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8.2 Patriarchy and gender roles 
The first question sought Afghan women’s understanding and perceptions of 
gender roles and gender stereotypes and asked whether these had changed since 
coming to Australia. The findings were presented in Chapter 4. 
Irrespective of family duties, level of education or independence attained, research 
informants regarded the duties and roles imposed on them due to their gender as 
unfair and discriminatory, and many had challenged these expectations. The role 
of the “good woman” imposed by a patriarchal Afghan community was that of a 
dedicated and faithful person, who adhered to specific stereotypes. These findings 
are unsurprising. Previous studies (Dupree 2004; Echavez, Mosawi & Pilongo 
2016; Grace 2004; Hosseini-Sedehi 2016; Rahman 2018; Tavva et al. 2013) also 
found the Afghan community to be a male-dominated and conservative society, 
where men were more visible in social activities, and women remained inside the 
home and were responsible mainly for household tasks, nurturing and child 
socialisation. While women were regarded as nurturers and caregivers in 
Afghanistan, men were taught to be breadwinners and have employment outside 
the home. Gender-determined roles for women were associated with obedience 
and silence (Baldry, Pagliaro & Porcaro 2013); conforming to these would see 
women in Afghan communities regarded as a “good woman”.  
Just like informants in this study described, the previous studies found that 
Afghan family structures reinforced this delineation along gender lines of 
responsibilities which were predominantly beneficial for men (Wejnert & 
Djumabaeva 2005). Likewise, the findings of this study were that Afghan women 




was tied with social and economic roles (Baldry, Pagliaro & Porcaro 2013; 
Echavez, Mosawi & Pilongo 2016; UNAMA 2009). What was important in the 
present study, was that informants strongly opposed acceptance of those roles and 
resisted them, despite the fact that behaving and acting outside the roles ascribed 
to women were unlikely to be tolerated, and could provoke domestic violence. 
While Afghan women were restricted by their family and community, education 
and self-confidence influenced their demands and abilities in travelling the path to 
change. Education was critical in facilitating change and in women’s progress 
towards independence. As demonstrated in section 3.5.4, many informants in the 
present study were highly educated and, notably, many had attended Australian 
educational institutions. There was a significant difference between informants in 
the present study and women in Afghanistan: data show that the majority of 
women in Afghanistan are illiterate, as Afghanistan has the second lowest literacy 
rates in the world at 28 per cent, with female literacy rates at only 17 per cent 
(UNESCO 2013). The previous research found that being less educated led to 
greater dependency on male members of the family and powerlessness (Ali, 
Karamali & Malik 2014; Kirdar, Brock & Levers 2007).  
In contrast, educated Muslim women expected to be given the opportunity to exert 
a sense of agency. Hence, many of our informants felt capable of being 
independent in Australia and would no longer follow prejudiced rules. 
Nevertheless, many faced barriers to fulfilling their desire for autonomy. As 
Mullaly (2010) argued, stereotypes are used by the dominant group to reinforce 
power relations and keep oppressed people in a subordinated position. This makes 
it difficult for women to challenge those roles within the household or community 
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as they are expected to conform to them at least partly, if not entirely. As a result, 
some of the study informants who had made an effort to change met resistance 
from their family and community, and family conflict seemed to them to be 
therefore an inevitable consequence. 
Many informants spoke about gender inequality as a root of domestic violence 
among Afghan families. From a feminist perspective, the most significant concept 
related to the issue of domestic violence is gender inequality and discrimination, 
which prescribes stereotypical gender roles and subsequently justifies male 
domination (Ayyub 2000; Turner & Maschi 2015; Zabihzadeh, Hashim & Wei 
2015). As discussed by Thompson (2016), these stereotypes are mainly based on 
an ideology that is resistant to change, beneficial for men and mainly negative for 
women. Many of those roles impose unrealistic and unfair family duties and 
expectations that limit other opportunities and life chances for women, including 
the Afghan women in this study. Thompson discussed how changing those 
stereotypes was difficult as they were so entrenched in the culture and perpetuated 
current power imbalances. 
Many informants also criticised and blamed other Afghan women for perpetuating 
gender stereotypes, and particularly noted how their mothers imposed gender 
roles on them and other female members of the family. Mirza (2018b) remarked 
that women may maintain and reproduce gender arrangement, and this can 
involve the abuse of other women. Hence, informants’ mothers perpetuated 
Afghan gender roles by forcing them into engaging in certain acts.  
Also, Holtmann (2016), found Afghan mothers might feel responsible for 




they brought up Afghan daughters who would maintain family and community 
obligations. Likewise, in another Muslim majority country, Marshall and Furr 
(2010) found that Turkish mothers were expected to endure oppression and 
violence and therefore sacrifice themselves and teach their daughters to do the 
same, for the sake of family integrity. 
Informants’ experiences demonstrated that those gender roles were not static and 
unchangeable after immigration. Previous research had shown that the process of 
migration had the potential to alter the balance of power and control in the family 
and to challenge traditional gender roles (Erez 2002; Hosseini-Sedehi 2016). 
Exposure to different gender roles in western societies has resulted in many 
Muslim women rethinking the expectations and gender stereotypes of their 
country of origin (Moghissi, Rahnema & Goodman 2009; Zakar et al. 2012); 
likewise, many informants in this study no longer tolerated being passive and 
obedient as had been required prior to coming to Australia. As a result, family 
disagreements about gender roles were not uncommon for Muslim women and 
their families living in non-Muslim majority countries (Holtmann 2016; Moghissi, 
Rahnema & Goodman 2009). Dwyer (2000) noted that limited social relations 
following migration might add to the social disadvantages faced by Muslim 
women, and hence reinforce the patriarchy in the diaspora. Likewise, informants’ 
demands in availing new opportunities that had been denied prior to migration 
triggered tension in the family and resulted in violence against the women. 
In addition to family constraints, women were frustrated by the close-knit Afghan 
community in Australia as it frequently sought to impose traditional gender roles 
on women. As found previously among migrant women (Vaughan et al. 2015), 
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many informants expressed disappointment at restrictions that denied them the 
opportunity to become as independent as Australian women. Informants wanted 
the ability to prioritise their individual needs and reject Afghan community norms 
which they no longer considered relevant. This matched findings among newly-
arrived Pakistani women who became less willing to endure oppressive 
expectations that overlooked their personal needs (Mohammad 2015). However, 
Rostami-Povey (2007) found that Afghan women living in the UK and USA 
opposed such individualism and endorsed their collective community on gender 
roles; our informants on the other hand were more likely to endorse independence 
and individualism. 
Women specifically raised mandated wearing of hijab and restricted social 
relationships as oppressive practices. Unlike some previous studies that found that 
Muslim women were free to choose or discard hijab after migration (Al Wazni 
2015; Jasperse, Ward & Jose 2012), many informants in this study faced families 
restrictions and obligations which resulted in some remaining veiled, or 
selectively unveiling depending on whom they were meeting. In a study 
conducted by Al Wazni (2015) Muslim women referenced the Quran, rather than 
family obligation, for their decision to continue wearing hijab, while informants in 
the present study felt it was their families that obliged them to remain veiled. 
Although some informants wore hijab out of a sense of family or community 
obligation, all women who participated in this study considered the decision 
should be a personal one. Hence, regardless of their decision, informants opposed 
family interference in this personal matter, and perceived the restrictions over 




about clothing enables men to exert control over the women in their families. 
Hence, informants’ rejection of their husband and family’s demands over hijab 
might also reflect their resistance to patriarchal norms that controlled women’s 
bodies, and show critical reflection over being controlled by the patriarchal 
culture; hence, imposing the hijab was unnecessary and not beneficial. 
Family pressure to wear hijab was reinforced by the community and resulted in 
more control exerted over women. Some informants said that husbands forced 
them to wear the hijab when mixing with the Afghan community to avoid 
judgement. Therefore, these findings are inconsistent with previous research that 
found that Muslim women regarded wearing hijab as useful in strengthening their 
ties with other Muslim community members, maintaining Muslim identity, 
facilitating relationships, enhancing freedom and protecting women (Alghafli et 
al. 2017; Droogsma 2007; Jasperse, Ward & Jose 2012). Hence, Afghan women 
in Australia might differ from Muslim women in non-Muslim majority countries. 
Unveiling for Afghan women might also be a part of readjusting to a new country 
that offers more freedom to women. The informants’ experiences showed that the 
process of taking off hijab was remarkably difficult because multiple factors were 
at play, depending on women’s attitudes, family concerns and obligations, Afghan 
community pressure and finally Australian society. Mainstream society played a 
crucial role in women’s decision about the hijab, as some were concerned about 
the judgements and opinions of others in a non-Muslim majority country. This is 
not surprising, as previous studies found that Muslim women in Australia and 
other non-Muslim majority countries were concerned about facing xenophobia, 
discrimination and stigmatisation if they were identified as Muslims (Afshar 
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2012; Eid 2015; Fayyaz & Kamal 2014; Grima 2013; Hebbani & Wills 2012; 
Jasperse, Ward & Jose 2012; Keddie 2018; Wagner et al. 2012). Hence, as 
Carland (2017) discusses, Muslim women are in a double bind, blamed for 
whichever decision they make. 
Women’s desires for autonomy in relation to the hijab and other obligations were 
often expressed as part of a broader discussion about religious obligations. 
Nevertheless, in any society, women regardless of their backgrounds are not less 
religious than men (Moghissi, Rahnema & Goodman 2009), but may have 
different beliefs as to what constitutes appropriate religious expression. Likewise, 
Afghan women might be devoted adherents of Islam, as some informants said, but 
objected to religious obligations imposed by Afghan men who sought to use 
religion to restrict women’s independence and autonomy, as a previous study of 
Afghan communities had found (UNAMA 2009). However, while studies have 
found Muslim women to accept traditional and Islamic definitions of women 
(Giuliani & Tagliabue 2015; Hu et al. 2009), the informants in this study 
expressed positive views of Australian women as free and strong. While post-9/11 
some Afghan women were reluctant to integrate into mainstream society in the 
UK and the USA (Rostami-Povey 2007), Afghan women in the present study 
were more likely to endorse Australian society, particularly in relation to gender 
equality. 
The portrayal of Australian women as strong, powerful, autonomous and happy 
seemed attractive for many informants. Their views, however, tended to be 
idealistic and overlook the issues and challenges that non-immigrant Australian 




as emancipated and strong (Poynting 2009), while migrant and Muslim women 
were presumed to be oppressed and subordinate across the west including 
Australia (Al Wazni 2015; Bilge 2010; Bullock 2002; Dreher & Ho 2009; 
Hebbani & Wills 2012; Mirza 2013). This was particularly discussed by Dreher 
and Ho (2009), who demonstrated that media portrayed veiled Muslim women in 
Australia as oppressed, victimised and symbols of gender inequality. 
Living in Australia led informants to conclude that expectations of Afghan 
women were often unfair and oppressive while Australian women were treated 
equitably, though many informants had limited connections with wider Australian 
society. So, the findings of the present study differ in respect to women’s sense of 
connection to mainstream society rather than the Muslim community (Al Wazni 
2015; Mirza 2013). However, despite women’s willingness to be involved with 
mainstream society, building relationships with the host population was not easy 
or straightforward for Afghan women, as previous studies have also indicated 
(Erez 2002; Giuliani & Tagliabue 2015). 
Furthermore, unlike some previous studies which found that Muslim women 
critically opposed western assumptions that they were oppressed and subordinated 
(Al Wazni 2015; Carland 2017), informants in this study were keen to reject 
binary thinking which asked them to decide whether they were either Afghan and 
Muslim or Australian and non-Muslim, although they recognised this was a 
challenge. This was especially a concern for younger informants whose lives 
involved constant negotiation between the traditional perspectives of their parents 
and the values of the dominant Australian culture. This would not be an issue for 
Afghan families alone: other young Australians, regardless of their backgrounds, 
 252 
likely have the same experiences, facing unforeseen hurdles particularly as they 
transition to a different stage of life such as higher education (Luzeckyj et al. 
2011). Yet many informants blamed their cultural affiliation and their Afghan 
families for lack of understanding of their situations. Hence, despite the 
opportunities offered by living in a more liberal society, some Afghan women 
were frustrated by restrictions that left them feeling trapped and unable to access 
the advantages and privileges they saw afforded to other women in Australia. The 
longer the women had been in Australia, the more likely it was that they 
expressed dissatisfaction with the pace and process of achieving a level of gender 
equity similar to other Australian women. 
8.3 Definitions and perception of domestic violence 
The second question of the study was about Afghan women’s perceptions and 
definitions of domestic violence, discussed in Chapter 5. Immigrant women from 
different cultural backgrounds may interpret domestic violence differently; that is, 
have heterogeneous views of what constitutes domestic violence (Vaughan et al. 
2015). Domestic violence is a multilayered subject with many individual and 
structural factors, and therefore cannot be defined in a simplistic way (Graca 
2017). Pournaghash-Tehrani (2011) argued that defining domestic violence in 
Muslim societies was more challenging than in non-Muslim societies. 
Most informants in the present study understood and defined domestic violence in 
wide-ranging and comprehensive ways. Typically, their understandings went 
beyond physical violence, and many attempted to reflect established Australian 
and international definitions that took this broader approach (COAG 2011; 




domestic violence merely as physical and being ignorant of non-physical forms. 
These findings were similar to those of a study by Erez, Adelman and Gregory 
(2009) among immigrants in the US, who criticised people in their countries of 
origin for oversimplifying domestic violence.  
Women’s descriptions of personal histories of domestic violence, particularly for 
those who had experienced psychological violence, emphasised non-physical 
forms as they had not been protected from such forms of abuse. They criticised 
others for ignoring psychological violence. Follingstad (2007) said that 
conceptualising some behaviours as psychological violence was difficult and 
women might thus not included it when defining domestic violence. Women feel 
devastated when experiencing non-physical violence (Madhani et al. 2017); at the 
same time, women may not get the attention they expect from their family if they 
experience unrecognised forms of domestic violence. Thus, when talking about 
their experiences, they significantly highlight these forms of violence. 
The qualitative method employed by this study provided the opportunity to 
explore the language used by informants to conceptualise domestic violence; this 
had been less regarded in earlier research. Interestingly, those interviewed in Farsi 
tended to describe domestic violence using English words despite the existence of 
Persian vocabulary to describe this. Since perceptions and understanding about 
domestic violence are shaped through social interaction as well as training and 
education, informants’ preference for English may indicate unfamiliarity with the 
Persian terms and, more importantly, that those views may have been achieved 
through the process of settlement, training, acculturation and integration into 
Australian society. Similarly, those who had lived in Australia for a longer period 
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elaborated on the concept of domestic violence in more detail than did newly 
arrived women. These findings are consistent with an earlier study that found that 
migrant women tended to describe domestic violence in more detail the longer 
they lived in Canada (Ahmad et al. 2004). 
Higher education was important in this study, as informants attributed their 
knowledge and understanding of domestic violence to their educational 
opportunities in Australia. Those who had been enrolled in Australian educational 
institutions had a stronger understanding of domestic violence and were more 
likely to distinguish between different kinds of abuse. This is unsurprising, as the 
Australian Government has funded various programs to improve knowledge and 
awareness of domestic violence and abusive behaviour among children and young 
people (COAG 2011; Mitchell 2011). Hence, Afghan women attending Australian 
schools and universities had had the opportunity to acquire and improve their 
knowledge about domestic violence. In Afghanistan, by comparison, the 
government and NGOs have started a campaign to enhance awareness (IDLO 
2017), but many informants considered it to be inadequate as many of them had 
had no access to domestic violence information and training before migrating to 
Australia. Informants therefore believed that migrants who had not attended 
Australian education and training would lack knowledge about domestic violence. 
Indeed, previous studies conducted among Muslim women have found that those 
who were less educated had less knowledge about domestic violence and were 
therefore less likely to resist violence (Boy & Kulczycki 2008; Echavez, Mosawi 
& Pilongo 2016; Joshi & Childress 2017; Linos, Khawaja & Kaplan 2012; 




Informants also emphasised some forms of domestic violence that related 
particularly to Afghan women, such as obtaining a second wife or forcing women 
to wear hijab. Likewise, a study conducted by Meguid (2006) found that although 
Arab Muslim women’s definitions of domestic violence were similar to those of 
other women in the US, they also discussed particular issues of the culture which 
was central to their lives. 
However, while many viewed enforced hijab as an act of domestic violence, not 
many raised the issue of sexual abuse or forced marriage, despite the fact that 
many of the women who participated in the study said that either they or a relative 
had undergone an arranged or forced marriage. In addition to some cultural 
barriers to speaking about sexual issues among Afghans (Shayegan 2014) 
informants may have been selective in relating abusive acts, based on their 
perspectives and information. Moreover, men from the Australian culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CALD) community who participated in the survey 
conducted by Taylor and Mouzos (2006) were less likely to view stalking, 
harassment by phone or email as violence; these were similarly not described as 
acts of domestic violence by our informants. Furthermore, a study conducted 
among Muslim women in Indonesia found they did not consider social control and 
isolation to be domestic violence (Bennett, Andajani-Sutjahjo & Idrus 2011). 
Informants in this study unanimously believed that domestic violence was not 
normal or acceptable and should therefore be addressed and stopped. They 
vigorously opposed any normalisation of domestic violence and criticised those 
who viewed it as normal, particularly other Afghan women in the community. 
This was in stark contrast to some previous studies of Afghan women, which 
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reported that up to 90 per cent accepted violent behaviour (Aljazeera 2015; Tran, 
Nguyen & Fisher 2016; UNICEF 2013). It was also in marked contrast to studies 
among other Muslim communities that found domestic violence to be viewed as 
accepted and justifiable (Boy & Kulczycki 2008; Childress 2013, 2018; Echavez, 
Mosawi & Pilongo 2016; Haarr 2007; Hyder, Noor & Tsui 2007; Khawaja, Linos 
& El-Roueiheb 2008; Linos, Khawaja & Kaplan 2012; Marshall & Furr 2010; 
Oweis et al. 2009; Shankar, Das & Atwal 2013). One difference between those 
studies and the present study is that this study was conducted in a non-Muslim 
majority country whereas many of the studies that found domestic violence to be 
seemingly acceptable were conducted among women in Muslim majority 
countries. Hence, the findings may indicate the transformation of women’s 
perspectives and perceptions, as indeed some informants specifically remarked. 
Particularly compared to Afghan women in Afghanistan, informants were highly 
educated and attended Australian educational institutions. 
As noted, some informants criticised others for normalising and accepting 
domestic violence, particularly older generations; however, this study did not 
include perspectives of older generations, as all informants were aged under 45. 
Although one study among older Afghan people in the US found them to be more 
likely to accept domestic violence than younger women (Rahmany 2016), another 
study among other Muslim women found no difference across age (Haarr 2007). 
In contrast, Linos, Khawaja and Kaplan (2012) found that Iraqi women’s 
domestic violence acceptance decreased with age due to improvement in their 
status and particularly after giving birth to sons. Therefore, while some informants 
asserted that older generations accepted domestic violence, this may only apply 




While many emphasised the importance of education to migrants — reflecting 
earlier findings among immigrant women (Colucci et al. 2013; Ingram et al. 2010; 
Kulwicki et al. 2010; Yoshihama et al. 2012) — informants noted that education 
might be perceived as a threat to men’s power over the household, and that men 
might not tolerate sudden changes, and therefore be suspicious of what was 
discussed in training sessions. So, as Lockhart and Danis (2010) emphasised that 
diverse communities’ values should be considered in domestic violence education, 
informants remarked that Afghan community members might be selective in 
trusting people involved in domestic violence education. Hence, according to 
informants, collaborative approaches involving Afghan community leaders and 
outside experts would be the best way to deliver domestic violence education and 
support — as also recommended in earlier studies (Ayyub 2000; Femi-Ajao 2016; 
Kulwicki et al. 2010; Milani 2016; Raj & Silverman 2002). Those who were 
considered to be outsiders to the community would be seen as not understanding 
the culture and values; similarly, Afghan people who were labelled as westernised 
who did not conform to culture, lifestyle and tradition, might also struggle to gain 
community trust despite their heritage. 
8.4 Pervasiveness of domestic violence and informants’ 
experiences 
During the interviews, women were asked to discuss how widespread domestic 
violence was within the Afghan community, irrespective of their personal 
experiences. Some women also volunteered to speak about their own experiences 
of domestic violence (see Chapter 6, section 6.1). 
Informants said that domestic violence was widespread and pervasive in 
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Afghanistan, as previous studies had widely reported (Abirafeh 2009; Baldry, 
Pagliaro & Porcaro 2013; Hasrat & Pfefferle 2011; UN women 2016; UNAMA 
2010; Zabihzadeh, Hashim & Wei 2015). Many informants described severe and 
harsh forms of domestic violence against Afghan women, revealing their own 
stories as well as those of friends and others in the community. While some 
informants disclosed their experience of domestic violence, the rate of domestic 
violence might be higher than the cases that disclosed to the researcher (Ennaji & 
Sadiqi 2011). Several informants who experienced domestic violence had been 
abused by their husbands; moreover, as some informants continued living with the 
extended family and in-laws in Australia, violence had in some cases been 
perpetrated by family members and in-laws as well. Previous studies (Colucci et 
al. 2013; Mirza 2017; Tang & Wang 2011) found that living with the extended 
family after migration could cause tension and hostility and lead to violent 
behaviour against women. Women were often obliged to live with extended 
family for financial reasons (Menjívar and Salcido (2002). 
All informants who had experienced abuse remarked that they had been abused 
psychologically and emotionally. Psychological violence was also common for 
immigrant Muslim women in previous studies (Gonçalves & Matos 2016; Zakar 
et al. 2012). Unsurprisingly, many of those who revealed this form of abuse said 
they did not initially recognise it as abuse, but eventually became aware of their 
abusive experience; their family and friends did not recognise or distinguish this 
as violence. Another study concluded that psychological violence was not 
considered serious among the Afghan community (Hasrat & Pfefferle 2012). 
Studies in other middle eastern countries found that the male-dominated structure 




of emotional violence (Al-Atrushi et al. 2013; Saffari et al. 2017). Importantly, 
moving to Australia, a country that seemed to offer more freedom to women, led 
many Afghan women to believe they could gain more independence and become 
more socially active. Ironically, for some women, this resulted in increased efforts 
by their husbands to control them and provided new justifications and therefore 
exacerbated the husband’s aggression and abusive behaviour. 
Many informants said that psychological violence was widespread among Afghan 
women in Australia. In addition, while it was reported that physical violence was 
the most common form of violence against Afghan women in Afghanistan (Hasrat 
& Pfefferle 2012), the present study suggests emotional violence to be more 
common among Afghan women in Australia, although this may be an artefact of 
the small sample and method of recruitment for this study.  
Not only might Afghan women be more aware of psychological abuse after 
migrating to Australia, earlier studies (Ahmad et al. 2004; Thapa-Oli, Dulal & 
Baba 2009; Zakar et al. 2012) suggest that the nature of domestic violence might 
also change given the legal and social contexts of the host country. Afghan 
women’s experience of domestic violence was similar to that of other women in 
Australia, where psychological abuse has been recognised as the form of abuse 
most frequently reported by women (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
2018). Furthermore, informants believed that while Afghan men eschewed 
physical violence against women to avoid consequences such as deportation, the 
hidden nature of emotional abuse made it more likely to happen after 
immigration. Previous studies also showed that the stress of migrating and settling 
in a new country resulted in widespread psychological violence among migrant 
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women, more so than other forms of domestic violence (Nilsson et al. 2008; 
Thapa-Oli, Dulal & Baba 2009; Zakar et al. 2012). 
Sexual violence is a taboo which is not widely discussed, particularly in 
Afghanistan (Shayegan 2014). A few informants spoke about their experiences of 
sexual violence although they did not talk about it when describing their abusive 
experience. Only one participant spoke about being forced to have sex with her 
husband. However, what is defined in western societies as marital rape (Martin, 
Taft & Resick 2007) differs from the definition in Islamic societies where wives 
are expected to fulfil their husband’s sexual desire. As revealed in other studies, 
Muslim women might be subjected to sexual violence and marital rape yet not 
view it as violence, rather as a husband’s right by marriage (Abraham 2000; 
Hajjar 2004; Zabihzadeh, Hashim & Wei 2015). Therefore rape is defined as 
occurring only if the woman is not involved in a valid marriage (Jafar 2005). 
While mutual satisfaction is important for sexual intimacy, wives often cannot 
refuse sexual demands from husbands; otherwise, they might be subjected to 
violence (Ali 2011; Ashencaen Crabtree, Husain & Spalek 2017). Furthermore, as 
in previous studies (Abirafeh 2009; Shayegan 2014; UNAMA 2010), the present 
study has found many Afghan women experience arranged or forced marriages 
and hence might be forced into sexual relationships against their will. 
Moving to Australia and being separated from family networks might also result 
in isolation and loneliness for many women and hence make them more 
vulnerable to violence and exacerbate the consequences of being abused 
(Abraham 2000; Raj & Silverman 2002; Zakar et al. 2012). Echoing previous 




informants in the present study had been forbidden from leaving the home without 
a male companion in both Afghanistan and Australia, which could result in 
isolating women and further making them vulnerable to violence. While women 
viewed coming to Australia as an opportunity to confront violence and challenge 
oppression, ironically, some informants said their husband imposed even harsher 
restrictions on them after coming to Australia. Confronting western culture made 
some men more aggressive in the face of a threat to their own power (Ting & 
Panchanadeswaran 2009). 
Critical social work theory (Fook 2012) also explains how challenging domination 
leads to aggressive behaviours from dominant groups. Fook (2012) said that men, 
as the dominant group, might not tolerate women’s resistance if their dominance 
was challenged, triggering conflict. Afghan men might attempt to exert more 
power and control and impose new obligations through violence and aggression. 
Likewise, Dominelli (2002) argued that rejecting oppression leads to aggression 
and more restrictions against women, thus enhancing domestic violence. 
Family structure and power relations made many Afghan women vulnerable to 
domestic violence. Marriage among Afghans, for instance, unlike in many 
western countries, is an alliance between families rather than being based on love 
between two people (Abbasi‐Shavazi et al. 2012; Abirafeh 2009; Abraham 2000). 
Many Afghan families arrange marriages inside the Afghan community, so a 
decision about a woman’s marriage is considered to lie mainly with the family 
(Dupree 2004). Hence, it was not surprising that many informants experienced 
arranged and forced marriage because it was an accepted etiquette within the 
Afghan community and they might not perceive it as a violation of their rights and 
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freedom of choice.  
In the US, Erez, Adelman and Gregory (2009) found that many immigrant 
youngers’ marriages were arranged by their families rather than being personal 
choices. Likewise, in the present study, the way that many Afghans married in 
Australia was not much different from Afghanistan, although some informants 
who married in Australia reported marrying a man they had fallen in love with. 
According to UNICEF (2016), 35 per cent of Afghan people married before 
turning 18 in Afghanistan, and more than half of them were girls. It might 
therefore still an obligation for daughters in newly-arrived Afghan families to 
undergo a marriage that had been arranged when they were still a child. With 
many restrictions on marrying outside the Afghan community unchanged, some 
families in Australia forced their children to marry relatives overseas. This was 
also found by Charsley (2005) to be the case for Pakistani families, who would 
arrange marriages with relatives in order to marry trusted people. In addition to 
marrying a person known and vouched-for, this also gave relatives the opportunity 
to migrate to Australia on a spouse visa. 
Women differentiated the situation of Afghan women in Australia from that in 
Afghanistan. While many women reported that violence against Afghan women 
was high in both countries, informants believed that the social, legal and religious 
structure of the two societies made situations in the two countries dissimilar and 
put women more at risk of domestic violence in Afghanistan than in Australia. 
Earlier studies had identified gender bias and extreme male domination in 
Afghanistan at the root of domestic violence (Hajjar 2004; UN women 2016; 




domestic violence not strong in Afghanistan, but also many law enforcement 
officials were unwilling to respond to domestic violence situations and support 
women (Baldry, Pagliaro & Porcaro 2013; UNAMA 2010; Wimpelmann 2017; 
Zabihzadeh, Hashim & Wei 2015); this resulted in women being highly dependent 
on their families.  
In contrast, informants said the rule of law was strong and protective in Australia, 
and not only support women in violent situations, but might also stop abusive men 
and encourage them to be law-abiding citizens. 
Some informants discussed the role of sharia law in relation to Afghan law and 
regulations. In a study conducted by Echavez, Mosawi and Pilongo (2016) women 
blamed the interpretation of sharia law in Afghanistan for allowing men to beat 
women. Although according to UNAMA (2010) there is no justification for 
domestic violence and forced marriage under Afghan law, some informants 
blamed the effects of sharia on Afghan law for creating oppressive regulations 
against women with few concerns about the punishment. 
Religion also played a crucial role in shaping the social and legal structure of 
Afghan society as well as profoundly influencing Afghan people’s lives and 
lifestyle. Consistent with the findings of the present study, Ennaji and Sadiqi 
(2011) found that interpretations of Islam in Afghanistan were typically 
conservative and benefited men. Informants’ perspectives on the impact of 
religious beliefs on domestic violence, however, were disparate and dissimilar as 
earlier studies had also found (MIA 2015). One group believed that Islamic 
beliefs could be used to justify violence against women, as other studies had 
found (UNAMA 2009; Wimpelmann 2015), and that Islam imposed unequal rights 
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on women; they therefore concluded that Islam condoned gender inequality and 
justified violence. Some informants who identified themselves as being less 
religious also expressed the view that they had a more egalitarian perspective on 
women.  
In contrast, other informants argued that Islam was not a monolith, but rather lent 
itself to multiple interpretations. Some informants emphasised that Islam was 
manipulated through conservative interpretations to justify violence, when the 
Islamic view of women was in fact moderate. As others had shown (Ellison et al. 
2007; Flood & Pease 2009; Niu & Laidler 2015; Rostami-Povey 2007), this 
interpretation gave hope that women’s situations would change through Islam’s 
emphasis on compassion and respect to women.  
As a result, the informants in this study perceived the role of religion differently, 
confirming that there are multiple interpretations of Islam among Afghan people. 
Just as Abu-Ras (2007) found that a sound knowledge of Islam helped women to 
find ways to achieve their rights within their religion, our findings suggest that 
women’s inadequate knowledge of their rights in Islam led them either to blame 
Islam for legitimising violence or to accept those unfair rules, while other 
women’s knowledge of their religion made them strong, confident and determined 
to obtain their rights within Islam. 
Apart from the overarching importance of religious belief, many discussed the 
roles of religious leaders, who were mainly viewed negatively particularly when 
informants spoke about their power and biased perspectives on gender in 
Afghanistan. Consistent with the present study, previous study findings had 




violence (Ghafournia 2017; Potter 2007). Gleeson and Baird (2018) reported that 
Islamic leaders in Australia were a powerful factor in women delaying the 
decision to seek divorce in the face of domestic violence, due to the leaders’ 
conservative and outdated interpretations of Islam. Bano (2012) also remarked 
that Muslim leaders’ mediation placed women in a vulnerable situation because 
they advised women to achieve reconciliation rather than individual wellbeing. 
Moreover, Ghafournia (2017) found that some Islamic leaders in Australia 
advised women to tolerate domestic violence. However, informants’ ideas about 
the role of Islamic leaders in Australia were inconsistent: some considered them 
supportive of women in the Afghan community; while others claimed, Islamic 
leaders were less likely to mediate in cases of domestic violence. Religious 
leaders were mainly considered to have less influence in Australian than in 
Afghanistan, due to Australia being a non-Muslim majority country, particularly if 
they were not an Australian citizen. Hence, although they might have a powerful 
and dominant position in the Afghan community, their influence in wider 
Australian society was minimal.  
More importantly, this study found that women believed that many Afghan 
religious leaders were reluctant to express their true perspectives on domestic 
violence in public. This echoed earlier studies (Akbarzadeh 2016; Bouma 2016; 
Itaoui 2016; Tufail & Poynting 2013), which found that, due to Islamophobia and 
attempts to isolate Islamic leaders after 9/11, religious leaders in non-Muslim 
majority countries such as Australia were not inclined to openly discuss gender 
equality and domestic violence (Gleeson & Baird 2018). For similar reasons, 
informants in this study doubted that religious leaders were truthfully speaking 
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their views. In Australia, religious scholars were obliged to support and be more 
open to women’ rights, while in a Muslim-majority country this was not an issue 
they needed to address. 
8.5 Barriers to seeking help 
One of the pivotal aims of this study was to explore Afghan women’s barriers to 
seeking help from formal services and informal support networks (see Chapter 7). 
Informants’ perspectives on various barriers to seeking help clarify how various 
aspects of women’s lives interact at various levels to deter them from seeking 
assistance. 
8.5.1 Social and cultural barriers 
While informants identified a markedly diverse range of barriers to Afghan 
women seeking help, the social stigma associated with separation, divorce and 
seeking formal assistance was a significant impediment. Women who challenged 
these social norms risked strong disagreement, harassment and even being 
disowned by members of their family and the Afghan community, as earlier 
studies had also found (Childress 2018; Erez 2002). The strong level of control 
over women could also act as a disincentive to seeking assistance, especially from 
sources outside the Afghan community. 
Culture also played a crucial role by imposing stereotypes on women’s place in 
the household and society. As social norms and expectations are embedded or 
shaped by cultural norms (Childress 2013), informants in this study criticised the 
culture and norms that placed pressure on women to accept their oppression and 




in abusive relationships. Community pressure on women to stay in such 
relationships had also been found to be strong in previous studies conducted 
among Muslim communities, including Afghan (Afrouz, Crisp & Taket 2018; 
Aisyah & Parker 2014; Al-Modallal 2017; Andersson et al. 2010; Childress 2018; 
Eisikovits, Buchbinder & Bshara 2008; Gharaibeh & Oweis 2009; Hayati et al. 
2013; Naved et al. 2006; Niu & Laidler 2015). Furthermore, studies showed that 
cultural obligations remained a significant barrier for South Asian and Muslim 
women after migration (Ahmad et al. 2009; Ayyub 2000; Femi-Ajao 2016; 
Shalabi, Mitchell & Andersson 2015). 
In collective cultures, women feel obliged to stay in abusive relationships to avoid 
criticism, bringing dishonour and experiencing stigmatisation within their 
community. Nevertheless, some do flee from abuse despite the likelihood that this 
will bring shame and dishonour not only on their own family but their entire tribe 
(Khinjani 2012). Previous studies found that the situation in their home country could 
also play a crucial role in decision-making for many women (Ayyub 2000; Erez 
2002; Sokoloff 2008). Hence, not only women but their families as well faced 
social isolation and loss of social support if they took action. 
While patriarchy and the importance of kinship are central to Afghan culture, this 
itself does not sufficiently explain why Afghan women find it difficult to seek 
assistance. A mélange of tradition, religion and custom shapes people’s behaviour 
in Afghan culture, in which stereotypes of the good woman abound both in the 
natal family and family-in-law (Childress 2013, 2018; Khinjani 2012). This would 
explain why many women emphasised the role of community pressure and 
obligation. As in some other middle eastern communities, traditional values 
tended to emphasise acceptance of domestic violence and oblige women to 
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tolerate abuse (Childress 2013; Hyder, Noor & Tsui 2007; UNAMA 2009). 
Therefore, for Afghan women, resisting and going beyond stereotypes was not 
without challenges. Perhaps unsurprisingly, those who fled from abuse and left 
husbands or in-laws were regarded by many in the Afghan community as 
warranting punishment. Hence, many informants discussed the role of accusation 
against those who tried to leave an abusive relationship, since someone leaving an 
abusive partner is often presumed to be involved in an extramarital affair or zina, 
which in Afghanistan is grounds on which a woman can be prosecuted (UNAMA 
2013, 2015). Prior studies confirmed that this notion was mainly used against 
Afghan women to deter them from running away from forced marriage or 
domestic violence, and instead remain under family surveillance (UNAMA 2010, 
2013; Wimpelmann 2015, 2017). Informants’ interpreted community accusations 
against those who left relationships as a demand that women be under male 
supervision. Eluding family and community supervision put women at risk of 
being labelled an adulteress because women who were alone and independent 
were viewed as untrustworthy. Just as Mullaly (2010) argued that anyone who 
denied domination and the monopoly of privilege would face a challenge from the 
dominant group, Afghan women’s experience showed they were being harassed 
accordingly. 
The emergence of support from Afghan women for those who decide to leave an 
abusive relationship may signal a shift of values, from the primacy of Muslim 
community group demands for self-control and interdependence to prioritising 
individual needs (Hodge 2005). This was also seen in a study conducted by 
Mohammad (2015) that found newly-arrived Pakistani in Britain women 




showed a similar tendency to individualism in their recommendations to women 
in abusive relationships that they act according to their needs and determine what 
was best for themselves rather than for their patriarchal community. This may 
reflect acculturation to living in Australia and reflect a change in attitude away 
from adherence to community influences.  
Yet, while women’s independence is important, it does not necessarily result in 
having more power within the household or lessen pressure from the community 
(Khan & Hussain 2008). Therefore, many Afghan women faced constant barriers 
within the Afghan community when seeking to enact changes in their lives, 
including becoming more engaged in the wider Australian community.  
Afghan women in Australia are not alone in this, as many CALD women who 
have experienced abuse reported being ostracised and isolated by their community 
after leaving an abusive relationship and seeking help (Colucci et al. 2013; 
Segrave 2017; Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence 2016). 
Community pressure on women to stay in an abusive relationship can be 
interpreted as oppression, but the barriers are multidimensional. As Mullaly 
(2010) discussed, oppressive forces interact in complex ways and each person 
experiences oppression uniquely and in multiple ways. As some informants also 
noted, women who left their husbands and tended to live outside the Afghan 
community struggled with a lack of emotional support in a much more 
individualistic society (Hodge 2005). Given that many Afghan women lost 
community support by approaching formal services, a lack of connections in 
wider Australian society could leave them very isolated and vulnerable. 
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8.5.2 Family unity 
The importance of maintaining family reputation and honour emerged as a crucial 
factor in Afghan women being unwilling to leave an abusive husband. In many 
situations, women said, both their family of origin and their in-laws considered it 
preferable to endure abuse. As such, the findings of this study are consistent with 
previous research among Afghan and other Muslim communities which found that 
domestic violence was considered a private issue that should be addressed within 
the family in order to maintain family harmony, honour, and reputation (Afrouz, 
Crisp & Taket 2018; Aisyah & Parker 2014; Al-Modallal 2017; Andersson et al. 
2010; Ashrafun 2018; Ayyub 2000; Childress 2018; Eisikovits, Buchbinder & 
Bshara 2008; Gharaibeh & Oweis 2009; Hayati et al. 2013; Hyder, Noor & Tsui 
2007; Khan & Hussain 2008; Khinjani 2012; Naved et al. 2006; Niu & Laidler 
2015; UNAMA 2009).  
As in previous studies, informants said a woman’s action in leaving an abusive 
husband acted as a public statement that she was not willing to keep the promises 
she made when she married and was unable or unwilling to meet her husband and 
in-laws’ expectations. Asking for outside help was considered an act of betrayal 
and disloyalty by many families, and the women were acting against gender role 
expectations that they be patient and devoted. 
This desire to protect the reputation of one’s family underlines that an 
understanding of marriage in the Afghan culture is essential particularly for 
anyone working with Afghan women in the field of domestic violence. Earlier 
studies had confirmed that marriage was mainly undertaken to unite two families 




(Childress 2013; Hyder, Noor & Tsui 2007; Khinjani 2012; Yarhouse & Nowacki 
2007), not by the couple, who were given varying degrees of choice as to whether 
the marriage eventuated. The present study similarly heard that some informants 
had been forced into marriage against their will.  
Prior studies did not show a relationship between arranged or forced marriage and 
domestic violence (Gangoli, McCarry & Razak 2009; Sinha et al. 2012). A study 
conducted among South Asian women showed that women in love marriages 
were twice at risk of domestic violence (Rocca et al. 2008). This study, in 
contrast, found that women who had been forced into marriage were at increased 
risk of domestic violence, particularly if potential differences and conflicts had 
not been carefully considered when the marriage was being planned, and these 
women had less possibility of divorcing an abusive husband. Those whose 
marriages were based on love had more satisfaction in life, and were more 
independent, educated and possessed more power over the marital relationship. 
Furthermore, despite the fact that living with in-laws might not directly correlate 
with domestic violence (Naved & Persson 2005), joint family living structures, 
mostly living with in-laws, could lead to abuse. These were reinforced through 
power relations that put Afghan women in a subordinate and vulnerable position, 
with limited, or even no, ability to seek help particularly from outside. Moreover, 
as found previously (Luccaro & Gaston 2014; Stokes, Seritan & Miller 2016), 
being forbidden to leave the house unaccompanied by their husband made it more 
difficult for Afghan women to even contemplate seeking help outside the family. 
Most of the women who disclosed abusive relationships encountered strong 
disagreement with their family as to what they should do. As discussed, family 
 272 
concerns over honour led many families not to support the woman but rather to 
defend the perpetrator. On the other hand, when families were supportive, they 
were paramount in a woman’s decision to leave her husband because family 
members tended to be the first group that women approached for help (Ahmad et 
al. 2009; Oyewuwo-Gassikia 2016; Raj & Silverman 2002; Trotter & Allen 2009; 
Vaughan et al. 2015). However, migration often placed women at a distance from 
their family of origin, resulting in family support being unavailable (Erez 2002).  
In addition to losing the safety net of family support after leaving an abusive 
husband, prior studies (Erez, Adelman & Gregory 2009; Guruge, Khanlou & 
Gastaldo 2010; Lee & Hadeed 2009; Raj & Silverman 2002) found that many 
Afghan women did not disclose their problems to family abroad either because 
they recognised there was little practical help they could offer or because the 
family outside Australia would not be able to understand their circumstances. For 
example, they might not realise that Afghan women in Australia did not 
necessarily have access to informal support such as elders and community leaders 
who in Afghanistan would reconcile disputing couples, or to the informal 
networks that were also remarkably important in supporting women in abusive 
situations (Wright & Benson 2010). 
Previous studies found that the negative consequences of divorce led many 
Muslim women to stay in abusive relationships (Afifi et al. 2011; Bahrami et al. 
2016; Childress 2018; Femi-Ajao 2016; Gharaibeh & Oweis 2009; Haj-Yahia 
2002; Othman, Goddard & Piterman 2014). After divorce, Afghan women often 
faced community disapproval for living on their own (Khan & Hussain 2008). Not 




labelled as immoral, unlucky or apathetic (Abraham 2000; Ashrafun 2018). 
Therefore, although divorce was allowed under sharia law, several informants 
discussed the many challenges and irrevocable impacts of getting a divorce 
particularly if they had children from the marriage. Moreover, while obtaining a 
divorce was not easy or straightforward in Afghanistan, the process of obtaining a 
divorce in Australia was also unknown for newly-arrived Afghan women. 
Obtaining a divorce would be more challenging for those who have children. The 
Afghan community, like many societies around the world, takes a negative view 
of single mothering, and stigmatises single mothers (Dominelli 2002). Consistent 
with previous studies, this study found that many Muslim women would endure 
abuse for the sake of their children and to ensure their children’s safety (Afifi et 
al. 2011; Afrouz, Crisp & Taket 2018; Aisyah & Parker 2014; Andersson et al. 
2010; Childress 2018; Chowbey 2016; Gharaibeh & Oweis 2009; Madhani et al. 
2017; Naved et al. 2006; Sadeghi Fassaei 2010; Shalabi, Mitchell & Andersson 
2015; Spencer et al. 2014). Some informants in this study had stayed in abusive 
relationships to support their children and/or mentioned others who had done 
likewise.  
However, unlike studies that found immigrant women were concerned about 
retaining custody of their children (Femi-Ajao 2016; Finfgeld-Connett & Johnson 
2013; Oyewuwo-Gassikia 2016; Raj & Silverman 2002), women in this study 
— with the exception of one participant — said that they and other Afghan 
women were aware of their rights to custody under Australian law, although their 
knowledge about related laws and regulations was unknown. Still, many were 
concerned that, as a consequence of divorce, children would grow up in an 
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unstable environment, and without the presence of their father providing regular 
supervision might engage in antisocial or criminal behaviour (Childress 2018). 
Children were sometimes used as tools to manipulate or pawns to emotionally 
abuse women as earlier studies had also found (Thapa-Oli, Dulal & Baba 2009). 
While financial concerns were important for women considering divorce, they 
were not necessarily as crucial as suggested by previous studies (Afifi et al. 2011; 
Afrouz, Crisp & Taket 2018; Ammar et al. 2013; Andersson et al. 2010; Bahrami 
et al. 2016; Chowbey 2016; Gharaibeh & Oweis 2009; Spencer et al. 2014). 
Informants in the current study were more confident of the financial consequences 
of divorce due to the availability of Centrelink payments which would provide 
some financial support, and they believed they would not need to rely on their 
partner for support after separation or divorce (Rees & Pease 2006). However, 
some points deserve attention. Informants seemed unaware of the requirement 
under Australian family law related to the non-custodial parent’s agreement to 
support dependent children (Rice & Day 2014). Therefore, their information about 
managing financial support after separation and divorce was possibly not entirely 
complete. Besides, women’s views on Centrelink payments suggested they were 
possibly unaware of recent changes in sole parent payments, as payment ceases 
once children turn 8 (McKenzie & McKay 2018). McKenzie and McKay (2018) 
reported that many single-parent families in Australia struggled with household 
expenses and had to find jobs to suit their circumstances because their benefits 
were inadequate to survive on without additional income. Some informants may 
therefore not have been aware of the reality of life for single mothers, who often 





8.5.3 Individual barriers 
Along with community and family obstacles to leaving abusive relationships, 
some informants spoke about women’s barriers at an individual level. A key issue 
was lacking the self-confidence to approach Australian domestic violence services 
and live independently during separation and after divorce, as (Ashrafun 2018) 
found previously. Informants argued that this was due to Afghan women’s 
positions as immigrants and to differences of language and culture. Informants 
also said that some women believed their situation to be fixed and immutable; 
therefore, they simply accepted their destiny of living in an abusive relationship; 
other studies among Muslim women found similar concerns (Ayyub 2000; Khan 
& Hussain 2008; Othman, Goddard & Piterman 2014).  
Some women blamed such personal perspectives on their faith, which they said 
encouraged them to be passive and reduce the likelihood they would seek help; 
previous studies also emphasised that personal beliefs could shape or lesson 
women’s ability and willingness to seek help (Hassouneh-Phillips 2003; 
Oyewuwo-Gassikia 2016). In addition, the unclear path towards separation and 
divorce, and uncertainty as to whether they could manage to live independently 
deterred some women from contemplating separation. 
Threats and the fear of retaliation or other consequences from the husband or his 
family further made many Muslim women hesitate to seek help outside the 
family, as widely discussed in earlier studies (Afrouz, Crisp & Taket 2018; 
Aisyah & Parker 2014; Al-Modallal 2017; Ammar et al. 2013; Andersson et al. 
2010; Ayyub 2000; Boy & Kulczycki 2008; Femi-Ajao 2016; Hasrat & Pfefferle 
2012; Madhani et al. 2017; Naved et al. 2006; Othman, Goddard & Piterman 
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2014; Stokes, Seritan & Miller 2016; Taherkhani et al. 2016; Tashkandi & 
Rasheed 2009; UNAMA 2013). Similarly, many informants remarked that the 
severe retaliation and punishment experienced by many Afghan women who had 
sought help or tried to leave abusive relationships acted as a deterrent to women in 
similar situations.  
Fear was a particular issue for those who did not want to leave their abusive 
husband permanently, as returning to a hostile and abusive relationship could lead 
to more aggressive action with the new justification of having breached family 
privacy. Continual victim blaming reduced the likelihood of seeking help and 
possibly enhanced a tendency to self-blame. Previous research and the present 
study alike found women across different societies blamed themselves and took 
responsibility for their husband’s abusive behaviour (Othman, Goddard & 
Piterman 2014; Overstreet & Quinn 2013). 
Some women believed that many Afghan men would not use physical violence 
due to their fear of deportation from Australia; their own immigration status did 
not negatively affect their decision to seek help, contradicting previous studies 
which found women’s migration status was a crucial barrier, except for those who 
were on spouse visas (Erez 2002; Oyewuwo-Gassikia 2016; Ting & 
Panchanadeswaran 2009; Vaughan et al. 2015). Satyen et al. (2018) also found 
that residency status was not a significant deterrent to seeking help for abused 
immigrant women in Australia. Despite this, those who had come to Australia on 
a spouse visa that placed limitations on study or work tended to be more 
vulnerable to violence, due to having limited awareness of their rights or services 




What women perceived they stood to lose or gain by seeking help was also 
paramount in their decision to act (Ahmad et al. 2009). Unsurprisingly, for some 
the benefits of staying outweighed the costs, particularly if they believed that to 
stay gave them some power over their husbands or if it was important to them to 
be seen to fulfil the expectations of Afghan women, as prior studies also found 
(Ahmad et al. 2009; Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Gharaibeh & Oweis 2009). By 
staying in the relationship, they might feel protected from social stigma, poverty 
or homelessness; although they had little power individually, they could leverage 
respect on the basis of their family or husband’s status (Ayyub 2000). 
8.5.4 Domestic violence services 
Previous studies of help-seeking barriers for  migrants experiencing domestic 
violence have tended to emphasise the role of family and community, and less 
attention has been drawn to the services available to immigrant women (Anitha 
2008; Colucci et al. 2013). The quality and availability of services for Afghan 
women experiencing abuse were regarded as a fundamental difference between 
Afghanistan and Australia. Nevertheless, although services in Australia were 
considered far superior to those in Afghanistan, informants made several 
suggestions as to how they could be improved further to become more culturally 
sensitive. 
The literature indicated that women from immigrant backgrounds were less likely 
than non-migrant women to use formal services, and many immigrant women did 
not report domestic violence (Ahmad et al. 2009; Amanor-Boadu et al. 2012; Ben-
Porat 2010; Chowbey 2016; Erez 2002; Erez, Adelman & Gregory 2009; 
Kulwicki et al. 2010; Vaughan et al. 2015). In addition to those challenges already 
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discussed, immigrants possibly had less knowledge about formal domestic 
violence support services, as shown in previous studies (Colucci et al. 2013; Erez 
2002; Erez, Adelman & Gregory 2009; Rees & Pease 2006; Vaughan et al. 2015). 
Although many informants in this study were aware of some service providers and 
were happy to use these services should they need to, their knowledge of how to 
access them is unknown. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, those who had approached domestic violence services in 
Australia tended to view them more positively than those who had not. 
Nevertheless, they experienced some differences in understanding with service 
providers, including staff in women’s refuges, especially in matters associated 
with their religion and the wearing of the hijab. Some issues were probably 
inevitable considering their situation as immigrants with a lack of proficiency in 
the English language and limited understanding of Australian culture. Like 
previous studies, which found that many immigrants including Muslim women 
found language a challenge when seeking help (Afrouz, Crisp & Taket 2018; 
Ahmad et al. 2009; Ammar et al. 2013; Erez, Adelman & Gregory 2009; Femi-
Ajao 2016; Finfgeld-Connett & Johnson 2013; Kulwicki et al. 2010; Oyewuwo-
Gassikia 2016; Raj & Silverman 2002; Rees & Pease 2006, 2007; Vaughan et al. 
2015; Zakar et al. 2012), several informants in the current study noted that 
language proficiency was a significant factor in deciding to seek help from 
services in Australia. Even if women were aware of services, they might lack the 
confidence to approach a service for help, particularly if that meant having to use 
an interpreter.  




also identified women’s concerns about interpreters (Belur 2008; Johnson, Fisher 
& Jaquier 2014; Rees & Pease 2006; Vaughan et al. 2015). Professional 
interpreters may not have received training around issues associated with 
domestic violence (Erez 2002; inTouch 2010; Norma & Garcia-Caro 2016). 
However, this study identified particular challenges around the use of interpreters 
from the Afghan community, because they were often known to the woman and 
informants feared they would reveal a woman’s intention to leave her marriage to 
others in the community.  
Similarly, while some might prefer to have a caseworker or other professional 
from the same cultural background, others have questioned their use (Colucci et 
al. 2013; Sakamoto 2007; Tabibi et al. 2018). Informants said that while such 
professionals were better equipped to help them address cases of violence as they 
shared a common language and culture, the fear of their issues being disclosed to 
the Afghan community was the main concern for many. So while services might 
believe that providing an Afghan caseworker was meeting the needs of the 
community, many Afghan women were attempting to conceal their act of seeking 
help from that same Afghan community. Therefore, having an Afghan caseworker 
was undesirable particularly for those who were uncertain about their decision to 
leave and divorce.  
Another concern was that some women believed that Afghan caseworkers might 
seek to impose traditional gender biases on women and reinforce the oppression 
they were experiencing. This perspective might refer to the power relationship 
between service users and providers; Sakamoto (2007) discusses the power 
imbalances that exist even if service provider and client are from the same 
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background. Service providers need critical consciousness to diminish their 
power. 
Some informants criticised Australian domestic violence service providers as 
being run for and managed by white Australians, and less inclusive to women 
from other backgrounds, as previous studies had shown (inTouch 2010; Vaughan 
et al. 2015). Hence some suggestions were made for improving the cultural 
diversity of services. These include having bilingual services and employing 
caseworkers with different cultural perspectives that could help to lessen the 
impact of western perspectives on services and enrich the understanding of 
women’s cultures (Erez 2002; inTouch 2010; Johnson, Fisher & Jaquier 2014; 
Sokoloff 2008). 
Many agencies attempted to provide culturally sensitive services by engaging with 
CALD communities and involving people from CALD communities in service 
provision whenever possible. However, cultural issues extend far beyond 
language. Informants in this study noted different cultural understandings of 
confidentiality and said that building trust and reassuring women about 
maintaining privacy was critical in delivering services. Moreover, as Ghafournia 
and Easteal (2018) concluded in their examination of Australian domestic 
violence policy, some CALD women’s needs were neglected because domestic 
violence and services were interpreted through only the gender lens rather than 
intersecting factors, and ignored the multilayered and multifaceted cultural issues 
of CALD women. 
Some informants also criticised mainstream agencies for lack of understanding of 




additional help and support due to their views and perspectives on their situations. 
This was particularly so because many came to Australia on humanitarian visas 
and had received additional support in the earliest stages of settlement. Besides, 
Stewart et al. (2008) found that culturally-embedded expectations might not fit the 
reality of services in the host countries after immigration. There is a considerable 
gap between informants’ expectations and what is actually available for them after 
leaving an abusive relationship in Australia. As many remarked, Afghan women 
required long-term financial support and permanent housing, while domestic 
violence services provided crisis accommodation and then helped women to find 
appropriate long-term housing (Victorian Royal Commission into Family 
Violence 2016). As people usually assign their concerns to their previous 
experience (Pavlish, Noor & Brandt 2010), this is perhaps not surprising; many 
Afghan women had fled conflict zones, and had not had permanent housing 
before coming to Australia. They were therefore very concerned about having 
permanent accommodation. Many informants specified their demand for a 
permanent home after leaving an abusive relationship instead of moving to a 
short-term women’s refuge while longer term options were identified. A potential 
inference is that the prospect of an unforeseen future and unstable housing might 
discourage informants from leaving a permanent and stable home despite the 
abuse. 
Apart from informants’ unrealistic expectations as to the level of support they 
might receive, Australian services for women leaving abusive relationships 
potentially failed to meet the cultural and personal needs specific to Afghan 
women. Stewart et al. (2008) found that newcomers to Canada (refugees and 
immigrants) were also disappointed by the gap between what they had expected 
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and the reality of available services. 
Like informants in the present study, migrant women in previous studies also 
viewed services as having been created and developed for western women with 
more autonomy and independence than immigrant women (Belur 2008; Ely 2004; 
Femi-Ajao 2016; Finfgeld-Connett & Johnson 2013; Gill 2004); thus, these 
services might not have fully understood the complex challenges for women from 
different backgrounds. One solution that informants in this and previous studies 
suggested was a collaboration between domestic violence service and specialist 
agencies for immigrants and refugees (Raj & Silverman 2002; Rees & Pease 
2006; Vaughan et al. 2015). 
Informants who had stayed in women’s refuges faced ostracism from the Afghan 
community while possibly not being well connected in the wider Australian 
society, as Vaughan et al. (2015) had previously remarked. One informant, who 
had appreciated the help of services, described how her loneliness at the women’s 
refuge eventually caused her to return to an abusive husband and in-laws. 
Although a few informants suggested that it was better to contact a counsellor 
than police or domestic violence services as a first step in seeking help, most 
informants understood the role of services as mainly to assist in obtaining a 
divorce rather than helping to resolve relationship issues. This may indicate 
another information gap, that some women did not have sound knowledge of the 
different stages of solving family conflict in Australia (Victorian Royal 
Commission into Family Violence 2016). This is not surprising as previous 
studies found a similar lack of knowledge among immigrant women (Colucci et 




Vaughan et al. 2015). 
Different approaches for solving family issues in Afghanistan, such as involving 
the community or couple’s mediation by elders, were not necessarily options for 
those who had moved to Australia. As for Australian domestic violence services, 
those informants who had not used them were possibly influenced by their 
understanding of how such services operated in Afghanistan. Informants 
commented that services in Afghanistan operated from a deficit model, which was 
not only inappropriate but failed to support women in abusive relationships, 
confirming previous studies (Luccaro & Gaston 2014; Thomson Reuters 
Foundation 2011). In Afghanistan, the few existing shelters were often perceived 
by the community as unnecessary, having disturbing consequences for family 
unity, or being brothels (Aljazeera 2015). However, the emphasis in interviews 
was on Australian services and how these could be made culturally appropriate to 
reduce barriers for women seeking help, making further discussion on Afghan 
services beyond the scope of this study. 
Finally, the differences between informants of the present study and previous 
studies act as a reminder that there can be considerable variation in beliefs and 
experiences among women who share the same cultural or religious affiliation. 
The diversity of women’s perspective and demands should be recognised and 
acknowledged, particularly in multilayered and multifaceted issues such as 
domestic violence. 
8.6 Study strengths and limitations 
The study aimed to improve the knowledge in respect of Afghan women’s 
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perspectives and understanding of domestic violence and their barriers to seeking 
help in Australia. This research is the first of its kind to explore understandings 
and perceptions of domestic violence, experiences and attitudes towards domestic 
violence services and barriers to seeking help among Afghan women in Australia. 
This study also contributes to improving domestic violence knowledge among 
Australian CALD communities, as knowledge in this area is not only limited 
(Satyen et al. 2018), but also less reliable (Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare 2018). 
Qualitative methods provided an opportunity for informants to speak in their own 
way and language rather than through a mediated representation (Hardesty & 
Gunn 2017). In accordance with the anti-oppressive and emancipatory 
underpinnings of this research, I have attempted to show women’s realities 
outside mainstream social structures. Social work research aims to make a 
difference to the lives of marginalised people and change social institutions 
(Whitmore 2001). This research, by examining the realities of Afghan women’s 
lives, will hopefully open possibilities of overcoming oppression generally, and 
from domestic violence in particular. 
Qualitative methods also provided an opportunity to access the rich complexity of 
Afghan women’s worlds. Informants were able to create meaningful expressions 
and select their own emphasis (Merriam & Tisdell 2016). After the interviews, 
many informants expressed satisfaction at participating and hoped their 
experiences and perspectives would benefit other Afghan women in Australia. 
Buchanan and Wendt (2017) remarked that by sharing experiences, women often 




researcher listening to their stories and confirming the importance of their 
knowledge. It was also rewarding for the researcher to see that the research had 
the potential to make a difference to the lives of Afghan women, particularly those 
living in Australia and similar cultures. 
The qualitative nature of the study provided an opportunity for informants to 
discuss their own definitions and perspectives of domestic violence, as some study 
instruments in quantitative studies may not include all the varying forms of abuse 
that informants experience in diverse communities (White et al. 2013). Many 
women could elaborate on their perspectives and perceptions in ways that fitted 
with their experiences. Qualitative methods also made it possible to ask to explore 
issues which informants raised but which had not been anticipated by the 
researcher (Hardesty & Gunn 2017). Similarly, if the wording of questions 
seemed problematic, questions could be rephrased, something not possible in 
quantitative studies which use standardised questions to be asked of all 
respondents in the same way. Furthermore, the conversational style of interaction 
helped to build rapport rather than the interviewer asking questions which are 
answered by informants. 
As I am bilingual, I was able to conduct interviews in both Farsi and English. 
Sharing the language is an important element to research in minority ethnic and 
multicultural communities (George, Duran & Norris 2014; Laverack & Brown 
2003; Liamputtong 2008). The presence of interpreters may affect the interview if 
it causes informants to feel less comfortable or willing to discuss sensitive issues 
and experiences. 
Online social networks and platforms provided the opportunity for the researcher 
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to advertise and recruit women across Australia. Afghan women were informed 
online and through social media about the research, and that they could participate 
by telephone and email as well as in person. Nevertheless, reaching women in the 
Afghan community who were isolated and did not have access to social networks 
was still difficult without using word of mouth. 
Research on domestic violence is considered as a sensitive issue, but particularly 
so within migrant communities (Ahmad et al. 2017; Stubbs & Wangmann 2017). 
After contacting many agencies, community groups, local organisations and 
domestic violence services to recruit informants for the present study, many were 
uncertain about contributing to the research in that sensitive area. Despite the high 
public visibility of initiatives to address domestic violence in Australia (COAG 
2011) and the importance of public awareness, some community organisations 
remarked that domestic violence was too sensitive for them to discuss or display a 
research flyer in their centres. This was particularly marked in community groups 
and organisations run by Afghan people. They said that they were reluctant to 
contribute to the research because they believed that domestic violence was a 
sensitive issue for Afghans.  
Many informants volunteered because I was a Farsi speaker from a non-Afghan 
background with the recent experience of migration. However, some community 
groups run by Afghans leaders opposed the idea of research conducted by an 
outsider. Liamputtong (2008) remarked that community leaders often trust known 
people to conduct research among ethnic groups but not those whom they don’t 
know. Furthermore, some Afghans might have had negative experiences of living 




treatment, and did not want to engage with an Iranian researcher. Moreover, 
Afghan women’ willingness to take part in this research and sharing their stories 
might vary, depending on their views of the researcher. Carland (2017) believed 
wearing hijab may make the researcher an insider for Muslim women to sharing 
their stories. Some Afghan women might have seen me an outsider because I no 
longer wore hijab. At the same time, I would have been an insider for some 
women that had the same experience of unveiling. Hence, it is highly likely that 
my position impacted access to the field and women’s decision to take part in this 
research and sharing their stories. I also acknowledge the influence of my 
background and personal presence in this research. My life experiences as a 
migrant woman along with my professional experiences as a social worker 
working with Afghan women, provided a distinct approach that coloured my 
perspective to making sense and analysing the data in this research.  
Some domestic violence service providers also did not contribute to the research 
due to the long-time frames required to obtain ethics approval. While the present 
study had Deakin University ethics approval, many agencies had their own ethics 
committees to which research projects must be submitted. Some of these agency 
ethics committees met infrequently and took many months to reach a decision, 
even after university approval had been granted. Furthermore, despite individual 
volunteers being willing and able to share their experiences, many domestic 
violence organisations were hesitant about their clients’ willingness or capacity to 
take part in the research and preferred to play no role in facilitating the research. 
In many societies, the older generation is less likely to participate in research, 
particularly around issues or involving processes of which they have limited 
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awareness. This reluctance may be exacerbated by fear of negative consequences 
from participation or fear that the findings will reflect poorly on themselves or 
their community (George, Duran & Norris 2014). Indeed, the oldest woman 
recruited for this study was 42. Younger women who had more information, 
background knowledge about women’s issues and attended higher education 
institutions tended to participate. It is possible that these younger women had 
more access to community groups, public places and online social media where 
the study was advertised. 
Finding the best place for face-to-face interviews was challenging. According to 
the safety protocol (Appendix E), interviews needed to be conducted in public 
places such as cafés, public libraries and Deakin University campuses, but some 
women preferred their own homes. For some minority ethnic groups, accepting an 
invitation to their home can be a part of the act of building trust (Liamputtong 
2008); however, I did not have this opportunity, for safety reasons. While they 
could choose telephone interviews if they were not comfortable in public places, a 
few informants requested the alternative of answering questions by email rather 
than meeting in a public area or talking via telephone. 
Like many women around the world, some Afghan women may have been 
reluctant to disclose their experience of domestic violence, due to the shame and 
stigma associated with abuse (Hasrat & Pfefferle 2012; Shayegan 2014). This 
reluctance may have been heightened as speaking of domestic violence is 
considered taboo in Afghan culture (Shayegan 2014). Besides, as immigrants, 




Chapter 9: Conclusion and implications 
In Chapter 8, the findings were synthesised and critically discussed to show what 
should be understood from the informants’ perspectives and experiences in 
comparison with previous studies. In this final chapter, a summary and key 
findings are presented to show the knowledge generated by this research (section 
9.1). The implications for research, practice and policy are then presented (section 
9.2). 
9.1 Contribution to knowledge 
This study confirms the role of patriarchy and gender inequality in creating an 
unequal power relation in the Afghan community. The condition of women in 
Afghanistan is regarded as a backlash against women’s rights; moving to 
Australia encouraged Afghan women’s hopes of a life with more autonomy and 
freedom. However, Afghan women’s circumstances in Australia are complicated 
by various intersecting oppressive factors; their identities being influenced by 
multilayered and multifaceted factors that make their conditions unique in the 
Australian context. 
Gender inequality and stereotypes are imposed and reinforced to place women in 
less powerful and subordinated positions. Having been prevented from going 
beyond ascribed gender roles before and since arriving in Australia, some Afghan 
women have made substantial efforts to transform their lives, from living 
according to traditional Afghan roles to being more autonomous. However, this is 
particularly challenging given the potential to damage their relationships with 
family, friends and community members.  
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Despite this, many women dramatically changed their views on the role of 
women, from what traditional stereotypes consider a “good woman” to 
considering what was best for a woman’s success and accomplishment as an 
individual, even though this resulted in them being labelled nonconformist and 
increased the risk of domestic violence. 
What informants experienced in Australia increased their willingness and 
confidence to overturn expectations of women to be passive and submissive. 
However, the findings suggest that while women consider themselves open to 
egalitarian gender roles, they perceive men to be resistant to change. Although 
many Afghan families gave female members more freedom in Australia, this was 
often a selective freedom and some restrictions remained, particularly where the 
reputation of the family might be affected. 
Moving to Australia was an opportunity for many informants to re-examine their 
values, norms and opportunities, which for some led to deciding to unveil. By 
contrast, Afghan families and community manipulated the patriarchal aspects of 
Afghan culture and Islamic belief and practices to contain these women’s 
demands to control their own body; so, unsurprisingly, many faced disagreements 
in the process of unveiling. Furthermore, a few informants felt that wearing 
clothes which marked them as Islamic increased the likelihood of attracting 
xenophobia and discrimination. Thus, for some informants, decisions around hijab 
represented a compromise between the demands of their family, the Afghan 
community and the wider Australian society, rather than a free choice. 
One important purpose of this study was to understand women’s perceptions of 




domestic violence was unacceptable and unjustifiable, and should therefore be 
recognised and addressed. They also condemned views that condoned domestic 
violence, presumably through the assumption that domestic violence was normal. 
Informants’ understandings and definitions of domestic violence varied given 
their differing circumstances and experience, as well as other individual factors. 
While informants had a range of ideas about domestic violence, many attempted 
to define it inclusively, drawing on their own experiences and those of other 
women in their families. Despite all informants recognising physical violence, 
most were concerned with non-physical types of violence, including 
psychological and emotional violence, financial abuse, controlling behaviours, 
restricting women’s access to material requirements, sexual abuse, restricting 
women’s ability to leave the house, polygamy, and forcing women to wear hijab. 
Many were concerned that ignoring or simplifying non-physical forms of 
domestic violence led to normalising those acts and overlooking or disregarding 
some women’s ordeals. 
Eight of the 21 informants said that they had been subjected to domestic violence; 
all eight had faced psychological or emotional violence. Their abuse took multiple 
forms, including sexual violence, forced marriage and verbal abuse. Informants 
who reported abuse were not dissimilar to other informants in respect of their 
levels of education, age, the interview language, length of time living in Australia 
and marital status. 
These women’s experiences of domestic violence showed not only that moving to 
Australia had not eliminated abuse, but that in some cases it had also led to 
perpetrators developing new justifications for their abusive actions. While many 
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of the women held little hope of improving the situation of women in Afghanistan 
because of its rigid social and religious structure, insecurity, poverty and 
unsupportive legal system, by contrast, several informants were optimistic about 
addressing domestic violence and promoting Afghan women’s situation in 
Australia through a supportive legal system and social services. However, even 
though moving to a new country removed structural supports for oppression, it did 
not necessarily guarantee the eradication of domestic violence.  
To understand Afghan women’s situations and experiences, we should view them 
in their unique identity: with a different language, culture, social status, migration 
status, and religious identity. Notably, as Taramundi (2015) argues, the 
intersection of gender and religion can enhance discrimination against women, so 
many informants were aware of their difference in Australia. Also, domestic 
violence is a multilayered issue and more importantly the response to these issues 
is complex; many factors including language, income, social status and religion 
interplay in women’s experiences and responses to domestic violence (Allan, 
Briskman & Pease 2009; Laing, Humphreys & Cavanagh 2013; Morley & 
Macfarlane 2011). 
Seeking help for abused Afghan women was not straightforward or easy, as they 
encountered a range of barriers that operated at different levels. This was 
emphasised by those who had lived in Australia for a longer period: as time passed, 
they understood their differences more profoundly and concluded that their 
obstacles were far more complicated than those facing other women in Australia.  
The complex experiences of Afghan women can be understood by applying a 




various factors that contribute to the decision to seek assistance, such as personal 
priorities, family obligations, and the context of community and mainstream 
society; these barriers cannot be challenged in isolation. Their complexity and 
interrelation make women’s decisions burdensome from the personal level to the 
community and structural levels. Hence, responses to violence experienced by 
Afghan women need to understand and recognise the issues in each of those 
contexts. 
Afghan women’s individual dispositions, perspectives and circumstances affect 
their decision to leave or stay in abusive situations. Assumptions that the situation 
is out of their control are likely to deter women from taking action. This is 
particularly so for those whose English language skills are limited. Additionally, 
fear of unavoidable consequences might halt some from acting. 
Likewise, Afghan families may attempt to deter women from seeking assistance, 
particularly if they wish to leave their husband permanently. Families insist on 
maintaining their reputation and refuse to provide support for women who are in 
abusive relationships, believing that to leave would bring shame and stigma on the 
entire family. Family pressure to stay can take the form of rejecting divorced 
women. Women who contravene family dictates may find themselves labelled as 
disrespectful, while those who stay in abusive situations will be well regarded and 
seen to preserve the family’s reputation. Cultural expectations that a stable home 
for children consists of a two-parent family, irrespective of the amount of abuse in 
that home, also leads many women to delay seeking help, in the belief this will 
maintain their children’s wellbeing. 
In addition to obstacles at personal, family and community levels, the perceived 
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availability of culturally appropriate domestic violence services also contributed 
to women’s decisions whether or not to seek help. Some informants were doubtful 
that Australian domestic violence services were sufficiently aware of Afghan 
culture and the concerns of Afghan women. Even though migration had enhanced 
women’s access to domestic violence services and support, it also resulted in the 
loss of informal support, as a consequence of separation from family and trusted 
community members abroad. Immigration accompanied by the loss of informal 
support could aggravate an abusive situation. 
9.2 Implications for research, practice and policy 
9.2.1 Implications for future research 
The empirical findings of the present study have a number of implications for 
future research. The findings of this thesis identified some specific characteristics 
of domestic violence against Afghan women and barriers to seeking help. Women 
in other communities in Australia may also have their own distinct obstacles to 
seeking help (Kaur & Atkin 2018); therefore, research on domestic violence 
among various immigrant communities would help to identify and address those 
obstacles. Researching domestic violence among CALD communities in Australia 
has been limited, because of the sensitivity of the issue (Stubbs & Wangmann 
2017); so, the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence (2016) 
recommended enhancing our understanding of various forms of domestic violence 
and our knowledge of the complexity of the issue among diverse communities. To 
do this will require more culturally and linguistically appropriate methods, such as 





As found in this study, immigrant women’s multilayered experiences of domestic 
violence are often multiplied by various oppressive factors after immigration 
(Ghafournia 2014); more qualitative research is needed to reflect those multiple 
factors that had not been identified previously. An intersectional approach is 
needed to develop a deeper understanding of several aspects of the issue that are 
interlinked and play roles in women’s experiences of violence and their barriers to 
seeking help (Chen 2017; Mehrotra 2010). In addition to recognising and 
addressing the multiple disadvantages and stigmatising factors at the individual 
level (Mitra-Kahn, Newbigin & Hardefeldt 2016), structural oppression and the 
issues of power and privilege should be understood in a more multifaceted and 
multidimensional way in order to achieve social change to address domestic 
violence. 
An intersectional lens would help to identify immigrant women who are 
vulnerable to abuse, including those with uncertain visa status, limited language 
skills, women with disabilities, isolated women, and women with low socio-
economic status who might also be less able to seek help. This is particularly 
important for women on a family and spouse visa, as 29.4 per cent of all migrants 
who arrived in 2017–18 were on a family stream visa, and 83 per cent of these 
were in the partner category (Australian Government - Department Of Home 
Affairs 2018). The majority of those migrants arriving on partner and family 
stream visas are women (Satyen et al. 2018). The crux of the matter is that they do 
not usually have the opportunity to develop their language skills before arriving in 
Australia and may not obtain information and knowledge about their rights and 
choices after arrival (Ghafournia & Easteal 2017). 
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Regarding knowledge about Australian Muslim women’s experiences of domestic 
violence, the roles of community and religious institutions are significant as they 
can be a source of support and facilitate prevention and intervention in domestic 
violence (Ghafournia 2017), or they can be barriers to seeking help, as this study 
has found. Gleeson and Baird (2018) reported that Islamic divorce in Australia 
reflected a conservative and patriarchal interpretation of Islam that benefited men. 
Yet Muslim leaders’ perspectives on non-physical forms of violence are unclear. 
Therefore, investigating the complex relationships between the power of those 
institutions and women’s help-seeking behaviours would help to create a clearer 
understanding of the issue and find the best way to contribute to violence 
prevention and intervention. 
Alongside identifying barriers, it is necessary to identify facilitators and protective 
factors in migrant community cultures in order to address domestic violence 
(Hassouneh-Phillips 2003; Oyewuwo-Gassikia 2016). Recognising those factors 
would benefit domestic violence service providers, enabling them to use those 
community resources to implement culturally sensitive services. 
Finally, domestic violence services also need sufficient and regular evaluation and 
research regarding their procedures and processes in delivering services to diverse 
communities. This is particularly important as the migrant demographic changes 
in Australia (Kaur & Atkin 2018); regular evaluation is needed to determine how 
to respond to women’s needs in various cultural and ethnic groups. The 
perspectives of both services users and providers would be facilitate service 




9.2.2 Implications for practice 
An intersectional lens to address domestic violence 
Domestic violence among Afghan women it is not a monolithic phenomenon, but 
rather is multifaceted; hence, different groups of women experience and respond 
differently. Leaving abusive relationships and seeking assistance may put women 
in a difficult position and impose further fear and uncertainty (Sokoloff & Dupont 
2005). As this study found, immigrant women’s positions are more vulnerable in 
confronting domestic violence due to their differences in language, religion, 
culture, social status, immigration status and ethnicity. Intersectionality insists on 
going beyond “gender” as a single category of oppression and domestic violence; 
policy and practice should therefore recognise and respond to those oppressive 
factors that simultaneously affect the lives of women experiencing abuse 
(Hankivsky et al. 2012). 
Empowering women who are experiencing abuse means addressing those factors 
at various levels, such as improving women’s language skills, their personal 
capabilities and confidence, their employment and financial support. Improving 
women’s knowledge and education to address oppressive forces is particularly 
critical among migrant communities (Sokoloff 2008). For this reason, the use of 
an intersectional lens has been proposed as necessary when developing and 
delivering domestic violence services in multicultural societies such as Australia 
(Chen 2017; COAG 2011; Ghafournia & Easteal 2018; Our Watch 2017; Stubbs 
& Wangmann 2017). 
The Our Watch (2017) publication, Handbook of Putting the Prevention of 
Violence Against Women onto Practice, remarked that alongside gender 
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inequality, women from culturally and linguistically diverse community faced a 
combination of oppressive factors that should be recognised and confronted. The 
Victorian Government (2018) has introduced a Diversity and Intersectionality 
Framework to address family and domestic violence in that state. The important 
principles in this framework comprised services being accessible to all, inclusive 
and non-discriminatory, empowering, and responsive. The framework suggested 
that, since intersectional discrimination enhanced the risk of domestic violence 
among women from diverse backgrounds, it was necessary to go beyond the 
gender lens to address and confront these interacting oppressive factors, a 
conclusion confirmed by this study’s findings. The Australian Association of 
Social Workers (2018) has also remarked on the importance of social workers 
recognising and responding to intersecting oppressive factors in their work with 
domestic violence. 
Reducing and confronting domestic violence among Afghan and other Muslim 
communities requires close collaboration and the building of trust. Despite the 
recognition of intersectional risk factors in domestic violence among migrant 
women, the Australian political environment in recent years has imposed more 
stigmatisation; this may affect communities’ willingness or ability to collaborate 
(Akbarzadeh 2016). This is particularly evident in government policy in relation 
to Muslim communities. Mixed messages from the Australian Government that 
support inclusion and multiculturalism while at the same time suggesting that 
Muslim communities need control and surveillance (Hussein & Poynting 2017) 
risk excluding Muslim communities from the rest of the Australian mainstream 
and creating distrust. Men’s distrust will lead to less participation in community 




likely to engage in domestic violence awareness programs. 
Despite the introduction of an intersectional framework for working with diverse 
communities in Australia, the rise of Islamophobia and blame for Muslim people 
as potential security threats risk reducing the contribution of Muslim communities 
within Australian systems (Akbarzadeh 2016; Bouma 2016; Hussein 2010). 
Unless Islamophobia is confronted, Muslim communities may be less likely to 
contribute to violence prevention programs. This is despite the fact that, as 
discussed, intersectionality identifies the multi-layered nature of factors 
contributing to domestic violence; in particular racism and stigmatisation of a 
particular group may exacerbate abuse against women in that community. Hence, 
Islamophobia puts Muslim women who are visible by their hijab in an even more 
invidious situation: stigmatised and socially excluded (Bouma 2016), and hence, 
potentially more reluctant to seek help. 
Importantly, intersectionality does not mean seeing women as damaged or weak, 
which would apply even greater oppressive attitudes and stigma. Rather, it should 
help improve women’s abilities to face various forms of violence as well as 
improve services and women’s refuges so they meet the varying needs of diverse 
women (Strid, Walby & Armstrong 2013). Consistent with intersectionality at 
different socio-ecological levels (Taket & Crisp 2018), prevention and 
intervention programs need multilevel actions to address various oppressive 
barriers to social and structural change (Hyman et al. 2011). 
Education and enhancing awareness 
To improve women’s understanding and awareness, informants in this study 
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proposed domestic violence education for members of the Afghan community. 
The way in which such training and educational sessions are delivered needs 
careful consideration. Informants believed that women needed to be aware of the 
various forms of domestic violence, the resources available to mediate family 
disputes, and domestic violence support services. Finding the best way to improve 
different communities’ knowledge should be established in collaboration between 
domestic violence agencies and migrant communities to develop education that is 
compatible with those communities’ values. 
In addition to domestic violence awareness, the Australian Association of Social 
Workers (2018) in Family Violence Curriculum Best Practice Guide proposes that 
women should have access to resources including emergency phone numbers, 
websites and information, as well as domestic violence services for women 
including courts, intervention orders and women’s refuges. In addition to this 
information, Afghan and other immigrant communities should be informed about 
domestic violence laws and regulations in Australia. In particular, they should be 
informed that domestic violence is a crime under Australian law. 
Developing immigrant women’s knowledge and confidence to respond to 
domestic violence requires more than provision of a one-off education session 
(Segrave 2017), or greater congruity with Afghan community demands. In 
enhancing community awareness about domestic violence, it is necessary to tailor 
prevention in various programs. Developing media involvement in improving 
community awareness seems necessary; in particular, the use of social networks 
popular in a community will enable more people to be reached. The most popular 




(Interview 2018). It is also a popular social network among Afghan women 
newly-arrived in Australia; indeed a considerable number of the participants in the 
present study became aware of the research through Facebook. Similarly, 
VicHealth (2014) recommended enhancing word of mouth as a strong strategy 
among some communities to prevent domestic violence. This is particularly 
important as the findings of this study reinforce that domestic violence is a 
sensitive issue among the community despite its seriousness. Simbandumwe et al. 
(,2008) remarked the importance of orientation for newcomers, school-based 
programs and community workshops; likewise, these programs can be a part of 
enhancing community awareness for immigrants arrived in Australia. 
To provide effective training and education, informants recommended different 
strategies including engaging trusted people and community leaders in training, 
delivering education in native Afghan languages, long-term education, and being 
inclusive to different groups in the community. Men’s awareness of various forms 
of domestic violence, particularly non-physical violence, was urged. As many 
suggested, delivering education in Afghan people’s languages would improve 
women’s knowledge particularly for those who were not confident in their 
English skills. This would also introduce those discourses into people’s natural 
dialogue, potentially lessening the taboo nature of domestic violence discussion. 
Individual awareness is also necessary to reduce the shame and self-blame that 
immigrant women may experience after abuse (Kasturirangan 2008); many 
informants said they had blamed themselves before receiving education about 
domestic violence. Training among Muslim communities could include women’s 
awareness about their rights within Islam. A clear understanding of their rights, 
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would empower women to access those rights and confront the idea that domestic 
violence was justifiable in Islam (Abu-Ras 2007). 
Early intervention 
Like informants in this study, newly arrived women are often unfamiliar with 
their new country’s resources and opportunities for women experiencing abuse. 
Service providers, such as health professionals and organisations working with 
new migrants, could be encouraged to identify immigrant women who need more 
protection and those who are vulnerable due to their visa status. Other strategies 
would include promoting opportunities to develop further English language 
proficiency, and education and training programs that could help migrant women 
to feel better able to resist domestic violence or leave abusive relationships. 
Improving access to community resources and support could also alleviate 
women’s post-migration stress and needs.  
Some informants were in contact with agencies that provide services to refugees 
and immigrants; hence it is highly probable that many newly-arrived migrants 
would approach those organisations if they wanted to seek help for domestic 
violence. Collaboration between these migrant and refugee agencies and domestic 
violence services would improve screening and early intervention. Women who 
were isolated and had few connections to informal networks needed to be 
introduced to the availability of counsellors for marital conflicts and disputes, 
particularly if they had been used to informal support and interaction to speak 
about their issues before migration (Satyen et al. 2018). 




domestic violence among various service providers, and in particular for advocacy 
and legal services. Ingram et al. (2010) remarked that women experiencing abuse 
who approached services should be given legal assistance alongside economic and 
emotional support to give them a clear understanding to inform their decisions. 
Collaboration between agencies also needs improvement to ensure service 
delivery is smooth and trustworthy. 
Engaging men and community leaders 
Engaging men in domestic violence prevention and reduction is essential (Jewkes, 
Flood & Lang 2015), as informants in the present study also emphasised. Men can 
be perpetrators and beneficiaries of domestic violence but can also play a positive 
role in addressing toxic masculinity (Murdolo & Quiazon 2016). However, as 
Taket and Crisp (2018) discussed, engaging men to combat gender-based violence 
is challenging. Besides, knowledge about the best ways to engage migrant men in 
the Australian community still needs improvement (Murdolo & Quiazon 2016). 
Pease (2017) urged caution in engaging men in domestic violence prevention; it 
was necessary to develop trust and build alliances with Afghan and other migrant 
men at the same time as engaging them to challenge other men’s sexism. Jewkes, 
Flood and Lang (2015) suggested that to transform men’s perspectives needed 
change across different socio-ecology levels, including changing men’s attitudes 
and knowledge, parenting programs, changes in institutional culture, social 
networks and media, and law and social policy. Flood (2010) has also argued that 
working across socio-ecological levels is critical to prevent domestic violence 
among immigrant communities. This might include a suite of interventions, 
including men practising non-violent behaviours, being positive bystanders, 
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respectful relationships, community programs, and changing cultural norms that 
condone domestic violence. Engaging Afghan and other migrant men is 
necessary, and needs to go beyond the stereotype of seeing immigrant men of 
being incapable of change; so, the culturally appropriate way of engaging men 
should be through participatory practice among the community. Using community 
leaders and trusted people seems necessary to encourage men to engage with 
violence prevention activities. 
Community participation and the inclusion of migrant women in project decisions 
are also necessary (Chen 2017). To confront domestic violence among community 
groups, women’s active leadership can be helpful in approaching and seeking 
assistance from women community leaders. Besides, it will help to improve 
CALD women’s leadership to address domestic violence (Our Watch 2017). 
Ongoing community programs should be delivered for different groups of Afghan 
people, including community and religious leaders and people from various 
generations, as suggested by many informants. It is particularly important to note 
that any one community of Afghan or other migrant people will be heterogeneous, 
so different groups of people should have the opportunity to be heard.  
While spiritual and religious groups can be sources of support and help for 
migrant women experiencing abuse — as this study found — they can also act as 
barriers to seeking help and silence women who would otherwise approach 
services (Ghafournia 2017; Pyles 2007). Addressing domestic violence requires 
collaboration and community engagement (Victorian Government 2018; Victorian 
Royal Commission into Family Violence 2016) but the findings presented in this 




women seeking help. Hence, in delivering services through community 
engagement, women’s priorities and demands should be recognised and 
identified. 
Culturally competent services 
Culturally competent practice requires skills and knowledge of cultures, histories, 
values, and principles within diverse groups to respond effectively to people from 
different languages, cultures, races, classes, and religions, and to respect and 
protect their values (Fernando Chang-Muy & Congress 2015; Lockhart & Danis 
2010). Hence, it is necessary to train and educate domestic violence services to be 
culturally competent. 
Culturally appropriate services will take into account the possibility that western 
ideologies may not entirely fit with women’s issues from diverse backgrounds, 
and domestic violence services and social workers should be aware of the 
influence of different cultures and religions on help-seeking. Recognising 
immigrants’ viewpoints, experiences and concerns will enhance women’s access 
to specific shelters and help them to adapt to the new context (Rana 2012). While 
the use of caseworkers from women’s own language background can be beneficial 
(Colucci et al. 2013; Ely 2004), informants’ preferences differed as to 
caseworkers who spoke their language or with whom they communicated via 
interpreters. While enhanced diversity among service workers is necessary to 
reflect immigrant and refugee communities, the findings of this study showed that 
women’s preferences for a member of the same community are not always 
uniform. Some were concerned about disclosing their abuse to a person who 
probably knew members of their family. Domestic violence services providers 
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should be aware of women’s different perspectives on this matter and, where 
possible, their individual preferences should be recognised and met. 
Service providers should also be aware of additional risk factors influencing 
migrants and Muslim women, including isolation, marginalisation, and racism, 
which can all lessen women’s willingness and ability to seek help. Hence, as 
Messing et al. (2013) suggested, it is necessary to provide services in culturally 
and linguistically appropriate ways to confront specific issues for women from 
diverse backgrounds. 
Anti-oppressive practice to help women experiencing abuse 
Anti-oppressive practice (Healy 2014) recognises and confronts structural factors 
and outlines how service providers and social workers should address 
discrimination and structural oppression that influence immigrant women who are 
experiencing abuse (AASW 2010). Applying an anti-oppressive perspective, 
social workers working with migrant women should be aware of their power 
relation, critically assess the women’s experiences of domestic violence, empower 
them, work with them as partners in decision-making, and recognise the cultural 
and structural contexts (Healy 2014). Prevention and intervention programs with 
an anti-oppressive lens will go beyond gender to emphasise power structures and 
structural discrimination that affect a woman’s decision to seek help in an abusive 
relationship. 
While engaging service providers from the same community can help services to 
become more culturally understanding and better confront the cultural and 




aware of power differentials with services users from the same backgrounds (Kaur 
& Atkin 2018; Sakamoto 2007). So, even though the use of service providers 
from migrant backgrounds might improve in-depth understanding, Sakamoto 
(2007) notes this will not necessarily improve the service unless social workers 
and service providers adopt anti-oppressive perspectives and commit to structural 
and social change. Anti-oppressive practice also requires the client’s contribution 
to policy-making and intervention. As outlined in Australian Association of Social 
Workers’ Code of Ethics (AASW 2010), social workers should recognise and 
challenge racism and other oppressive factors by applying anti-oppressive practice 
and be respectful to women from different cultural and religious affiliations. 
As informants expressed, self-confidence, self-determination and self-assurance 
are crucial for women to take action and leave an abusive relationship (Allimant 
& Ostapiej-Piatkowski 2011; Kasturirangan 2008). So, capacity-building 
activities are needed to boost Afghan and other migrant women’s self-confidence 
and self-assurance, and inspire them to be more self-reliant rather than shift their 
dependency from their husband to the support services. 
9.2.3 Implications for policy 
Just as intersectionality is important for practice in confronting domestic violence, 
so should related policies also recognise and reflect the interrelation of multiple 
forms of inequality in the causes and effects of domestic violence (Strid, Walby & 
Armstrong 2013). Australian states have developed policies to address domestic 
violence, and Victoria has attempted to have the most robust and culturally 
appropriate policy (Kaur & Atkin 2018). The Victorian Government (2018) 
introduced an intersectionality framework to confront domestic violence as 
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described in section 9.2.2. However, as Ghafournia and Easteal (2018) argue, 
domestic violence policies in some states need to place more emphasis on 
intersectionality and diversity. Existing policies may privilege some groups of 
women in their access to services. Hence, domestic violence protection policy 
needs to reflect the different identities of migrant women in Australia and the 
varied and intersecting oppressive factors they face, such as language, religion, 
visa status, ethnicity, abilities, race and social status. Women who are subjected to 
language barriers, social exclusion and racism may be more vulnerable to 
domestic violence, so domestic violence services should reflect women’s unequal 
opportunities and possibilities. 
Being a migrant woman coming from a Muslim majority country to Australia and 
researching Afghan women’s domestic violence experiences provided a different 
way of looking at the account of policy and practice. Applying an Australian 
definition of domestic violence to the complexity of participants’ experiences 
demonstrated that mainstream definitions of domestic violence may not entirely 
fit with Afghan women’s experiences. Definitions of domestic violence need to be 
more inclusive to show the reality of different abusive acts among diverse 
immigrant communities (White et al. 2013). As Ghafournia and Easteal (2018) 
discussed, the definition of domestic violence in the National Plan to Reduce 
Violence against Women and their Children 2010–2022 (COAG 2011) does not 
include abuse by extended family. The findings of this thesis identified that 
informants’ experiences included domestic violence perpetrated by family 
members in both marital and kinship relationships. An inclusive definition of 
domestic violence seems necessary. For instance, in the UK, one institution’s 




An incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening, 
degrading and violent behaviour, including sexual violence, in the 
majority of cases by a partner or ex-partner, but also by a family 
member or carer. (Women's Aid Federation of England 2018) 
An inclusive definition that addressed various forms of domestic violence 
including those perpetrated by family members would help to recognise, confront 
and address domestic violence across different communities. A more diverse 
domestic violence policy would also reflect the reality of multicultural Australian 
society rather than perceive service through the western lens. The policy could 
include different community needs, religions and cultural and family concerns. 
Policy-making should not neglect cultural and religious diversity, particularly in 
family law and regulations where migrant women and especially Muslim women 
face religious obligations over marriage and divorce that hinder them from 
seeking help. Such obligations need to be recognised if suitable mechanisms are 
to be provided to counter them. 
Immigrant women should be introduced to their options and protections under 
Australian policy and law. According to the Australian Government (2015), 
women who hold a temporary partner visa and experience domestic violence and 
leave their marital relationships will be allowed to continue on their permanent 
partner visa. Many informants, however, were unaware of this law in Australia; a 
migrant woman in this situation might therefore feel trapped in an abusive 
relationship to retain her permanent residency. Not only are migrant women, such 
as this study’s informants, unaware of this policy, but the process of obtaining a 
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doing the interview in any stage or withdraw from participating. 
Benefits of conducting this project: 
I hope the findings benefit women and their family, Afghan community in 
Australia, and policy makers. It will draw the attention of policy makers, leaders 
and service providers to consider particular needs of women from Afghan 
community. The findings of this research can assist to impose new strategies and 
legislations in delivering services. It would help to adjust services with immigrant 
family’s situation and their culture. 
This information is also available in Farsi. 
I would be very happy to answer any questions about this research, either by 
telephone on (03) 5247 9612 or email afrouz@deakin.edu.au. 
Complaints 
If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, the 
way it is being conducted or any questions about your rights as a 
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Please return to: 
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I am a PhD student in social work at Deakin University. I used to work 
as a social worker with Afghan community in Iran. I also worked as a 
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− Understand Afghan women’s ideas and expectations of gender roles; 
− Understand Afghan women’s ideas about social services available in 
Australia; 
− Identify obstacles for Afghan women in seeking support; 
− Know Afghan women’s experience in using social services. 
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interviews, you can contact me suggest your availability time. 
As I speak Farsi alongside with English, you can decide to do your interview in 
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You have the choice to choose a pseudonym instead of your real name. So, 
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All stages of data collection, transcription and data storage, will be confidential. 
The researcher and supervisors are the only ones can access your information. 
You may decide to exit an interview at any point or choose not to participate. 
I will record your voice during the interviews and they will be transcribed. I can 
send you a copy of your transcripts to modify if you wish. All information will be 
stored in a locked cabinet, and a password protected computer. After the 
research is completed, I will send you a copy of summary results. All data will be 
stored securely for a minimum of six years after submitting my thesis. It will then 
be destroyed. 
This study is undertaken according to the requirements of the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007 Updated May 2015) and 
the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research (Australian 
Research Council, 2007) as administered by the Deakin University Human Ethics 
Committee. 
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removing these difficulties. The findings of this research can assist to impose new 
strategies and legislations in delivering services. It would help to adjust services 
with immigrant family’s situation and their culture. 
This information is also available in Farsi. 
I would be very happy to answer any questions about this research, either by 
telephone on (03) 5247 9612 or email afrouz@deakin.edu.au. 
Complaints 
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project and understand that such withdrawal WILL NOT jeopardise my 
relationship with Deakin University. 





Number of years been in Australia: 
Number of Children if any: 
Ethnicity: 
Religion: 
A: Family and community and gender role 
− Tell me what is like to be a woman in your family. 
Probes: has it changed while living in Australia? How has it changed? What lead to 
change? 
− What is expected of Afghan women in your community? 
− Have you got any support services in Australia? Please explain them. 
B: Perception and experience of domestic violence 
Domestic violence is an issue in every country and any community. Women from different 
countries and ethnicities define it differently. 
− How do you define domestic violence? 
− Is violence against women a common problem in Australia? 
Probes: is violence against women a common problem in Afghan community in 
Australia? 
− Is domestic violence a common problem in Afghanistan? 
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− Do you know people who experience domestic violence? 
Probes: do you know any of your friends or women in your community experiencing 
domestic violence? If domestic violence happened to you, what would you do? (If the 
person disclosed her experience, we can switch to part D) 
− What women experiencing violence might have done if they were still in 
Afghanistan? 
Probes: what are the differences between Afghanistan and Australia about 
confronting domestic violence? 
C: Questions about seeking help 
− What is your recommendation for women in an abusive relationship? Stay or 
leave? Why? Which factors should be in their mind? 
− Which services do you recommend to women in an abusive relationship? 
Probes: formal and informal support available for women from informal and formal social 
network. 
− Would you want to get help from informal services? 
− Are there any consequences for Afghan women who seek help? Please explain 
them. 
D: Indicated questions for women who experience violence 
− How do you describe your own experience? 
− Has immigration affected your relationship with family members 
particularly your partner? How? 
− How do you describe service providers in Australia? (Perception and 
personal experience) 
Appendix D.: Ethics approval 
 
  
Human Research Ethics 
Deakin Research Integrity 
Burwood Campus 
Postal: 221 Burwood Highway 
Burwood Victoria 3125 




To: Prof Beth Crisp 
School of Health & Social Development 
F 
cc: Ms Zobeideh (Rojan) Afrouz 
From: Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committee (DUHREC) 
Date: 04 May, 2017 
Subject: 2017-062 
Perceptions and understandings about domestic violence among Afghan women in Australia 
and barriers in seeking help 
Please quote this project number in all future communications 
DUHREC considered the application for this project at its meeting held on 20/03/2017 and found it to comply with 
the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007). 
DUHREC has granted approval for Ms Zobeideh (Rojan) Afrouz, under the supervision of Prof Beth Crisp, 
School of Health & Social Development, to undertake this project from 4/05/2017 to 4/05/2021. 
The approval given by the Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committee is given only for the project and 
for the period as stated in the approval. It is your responsibility to contact the Human Research Ethics Unit 
immediately should any of the following occur: 
• Serious or unexpected adverse effects on the participants 
• Any proposed changes in the protocol, including extensions of time. 
• Any events which might affect the continuing ethical acceptability of the project. 
• The project is discontinued before the expected date of completion. 
• Modifications are requested by other HRECs. 
In addition you will be required to report on the progress of your project at least once every year and at the 
conclusion of the project. Failure to report as required will result in suspension of your approval to proceed with the 
project. 
DUHREC may need to audit this project as part of the requirements for monitoring set out in the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007). 
Human Research Ethics Unit research-
ethics@deakin.edu.au 
Telephone: 03 9251 7123 
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Appendix E. Safety Protocol 
The following protocol is based on Ethical and Safety Recommendations for 
Research on Domestic Violence against Women of World Health Organization, 
2001 
The safety of the respondents: the safety of the respondents and the researcher is 
paramount in this project: 
Interview location - Interviews will be conducted in a safe and secure setting. 
Appropriate places at social service provider’s agencies, community organisation 
or public places will be chosen for the interviews. 
Participants can reschedule (or relocate) the interview to a time and place (public) 
that may be more safe or convenient for them. 
The study will be presented as a study on Afghan women’s health and settlement 
experiences in Australia. Therefore, the participants can explain the study to 
others safely. Further information on the exact nature of the study will be 
provided to the participants in plain language statement as a part of the consent 
procedure. Any other information will be provided to the participant over the 
phone or in person. 
The safety of the researcher: 
Before commencing any interview, the researcher will send the message to the 
principal supervisor and will carry a mobile phone during the interviews. Once the 
interview finishes, again a message will be forwarded to the supervisor. After 




Before any interview, means of transport of the journey will be designated. 
Protecting confidentiality: 
Any information related to the participants and audio files will be kept in a locked 
cabinet and password protected computers. The permission of the respondents 
will be obtaining before recording. 
Women can choose pseudonyms for themselves and disguise the place they live. 
No record of the name of the women interviewed will be kept, and women will be 
informed of who will have access to the tapes and for how long they will be kept. 
On-going support for the researcher: 
During the fieldwork, regular debriefing meetings between the researcher and 
supervisors will be scheduled to talk about the procedure or any potential 
concerns, feelings about the situation to reduce the stress of the fieldwork and 
prevent any negative consequences. 
Create short-term support mechanisms: 
Active efforts will be made to minimise any potential distress caused by the 
research. Because domestic violence is a sensitive and stigmatised issue, and 
women are often blamed for the violence they experience, all questions about 
violence and its consequences will be asked in a supportive and non-judgemental 
manner. 
Before conducting the research, the researcher will contact with service providers, 
social services and domestic violence providers. A list of resources (service 
providers in Victoria and Australia )will be developed and offered to all 
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respondents, regardless of whether they have disclosed experiencing violence or 
not. 
If they disclose the abuse for the first time, the researcher will listen with empathy 
in a non-judgemental way, and then I will give them the list of service providers. 
Before starting any interview or phone contact, the researcher will mention that 
the interview may be interrupted or concluded at any time so that the participant 
can stop the interview any time for the safety or any other reasons. 
 
